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Epithets! 


In this world a lucky few are born with special powers based off 
of a single word. This word is linked to their very soul and no two 
people have the same one. By tapping into the word, epithet users—the 
inscribed—can do amazing things that ordinary people—mundies— 
could only dream of! 

For instance, if a person had the epithet ¥* Beach then they might 
have the power to control the tides or summon sandcastles. Someone 
with the epithet % Sugary may be able to cook better than the average 
person, and the epithet *Recherché+* could force a person to open a 
dictionary and look up what recherché means. 

Of course, because a person’s epithet can be any random word, 
inscribed powersets are often a little... well, dumb. 

In one instance, literally. 


* KOK 


The story so far... 


One week ago, a young girl named Molly Blyndeff was left behind 
during a field trip and accidentally locked inside of a museum. By 
sheer coincidence, not just one, but two groups of dangerous thieves 
infiltrated the museum on that same night. Poor Molly found herself 
caught in their battle over a magical artifact that could take a person’s 
powers away ... and she was their target. 

She allied herself with the leader of one of the two groups, a dorky 
young man by the name of Giovanni, and they managed to survive the 
night by working together. Giovanni’s group made off with the amulet, 
they all evaded the police, and Molly gained a much-needed boost in 
confidence as well as a role model in her scrappy new mentor. 


But Molly’s problems at home were far from over. ... 


PROLOGUE - THE NEO TRIO 


Sweet Jazz City! 

A bustling metropolis where it snowed seven months of the year. 
Although it was still August, the trademark wintery feel of the town 
was already returning to the air. The breeze coming off of the nearby 
ice-blue ocean kept temperatures below seventy even on sunny days, 
and at night the city’s multicolored skyline sparkled a rainbow of blues, 
pinks, and purples. An iron aurora borealis. 

Sweet Jazz stood as a center for business and the arts, home to first- 
rate corporations and a world-famous art museum, which had only suf- 
fered its first break-in! That’s not too bad! Sure, there were a few 
dozen .. . thousand dollars in damage. But that price was nothing for 
the rich elite of the nation’s capital! Well-to-do socialites happily wan- 
dered the city’s glowing shopping centers and gorgeous diamond-white 
beaches without a care in the world. Even the emptiest stretch of coast- 
line had a respectable number of beachgoers, all of them happy with 
smiles as bright as the sand. 

Well. 

All except for one. 

One little girl under a lamp post, who was flipping back and forth 
like a pinwheel on the edge of a panic attack. 


“...Am [at the wrong intersection?” 

Molly Blyndeff had been standing alone on a street corner across 
from the beach for about twenty minutes now, and she was getting 
worried. It was Tuesday, which meant that today was one of the rare 
times she had the afternoon off. 

Molly had a strange schedule. 


In order to make ends meet at her family’s toy store— The Blyndeff 
Toy Emporium—they needed to stay open every day of the week. They 
didn’t have the money to hire any outside help, and that meant that 
someone from the family had to work the register every single day. 

Her father had somehow managed to negotiate a system with her 
school where Molly would attend school on odd days and manage the 
store on even ones. Her older sister, Lorelai, worked the opposite sched- 
ule, and the two would switch off shifts while their father—a toymaker 
and “inventor”—would spend all day tinkering away in the basement 
making more doodads to sell out front. 

In addition to her work shifts Molly was also in charge of the 
family finances. Running the business side of the toy store had been her 
mother’s job, but after she passed away Molly inherited all of her paper- 
work along with her headaches. To most people it would’ve seemed 
insane to have a twelve-year-old managing their taxes. 

Because it was! 

But the alternative was leaving her father to handle things, and that 
was a no-go. Molly had learned the hard way that relying on her father 
for anything was a one-way ticket to disaster. Once she came home from 
school to find that he had purchased a massive inflatable kiddie pool 
and several expensive pool toys that now occupied 90% of their floor- 
space. He was all geared-out to swim with a snorkel and inflatable duck 
ring around his waist, but found himself unable to fill the pool because 
he had forgotten to pay the water bill. 

Her older sister was no better. Constantly shirking her shifts and 
always distracted . . . there was no way someone like her could make it 
through all the bylines of a tax sheet. 

And so, yet another responsibility had fallen to the youngest 
daughter. 

On top of all that, Molly was a/so in charge of cooking and cleaning 
most of the time, which meant that Molly Blyndeff had almost no free 
time at all. Every second of free time she had was precious . . . and she 
was starting to freak out. 


“Oh ...um... We were supposed to meet here, right?” Her 
star-sprinkled afro bounced back and forth as she glanced up and down 
the street. “I’m pretty sure I wrote the address down right . . . But 
what if I got it wrong?! Oh no. Oh no!” Molly shook with anxiety. She 
cowered under a street lamp in her trademark bear hoodie and yellow 
rain booties. 

The intersection she stood at was right on the waterfront next to a 
sparkling white beach. It was a beautiful afternoon and there wasn’t a 
cloud in the sky. For a normal person it would’ve been a picture-perfect 
day in the city, but for a small child alone in an unfamiliar part of town 
it felt like an open labyrinth. Danger could pop out anywhere at any 
time. Was she allowed to stand here? No one else was on this part of the 
street. Was she doing something wrong? What if someone tried to talk 
to her? Oh no. Oh no oh no oh no. 

She stared at her phone for help. She could try texting one of her 
friends to confirm the location . . . but she was nearly out of minutes 
this month and she really couldn’t afford any overages. She needed to 
save any more calls for emergencies. 

... Was this an emergency? 

No, she decided. This wasn’t an emergency. Not yet. She could still 
ask someone for directions. That’s what they did in the Before-Cell- 
Phones-Times! Molly wasn’t old enough to remember the Before-Cell- 
Phones-Times, but her school showed her a series of weird old VHS 
tapes from thirty-plus years ago about public safety in the city called 
“Ztreet Smartz”. They gave pretty standard city life advice: “Don’t 
climb into the trunk of a car.” “Don’t eat garbage.” “Don't talk to 
ztrangers.” It also said that back in the day if you were lost you could 
ask for directions! And there was only a small chance that the person 
you were talking to was a murderer! 

She looked up and saw a man in a white pinstripe suit walking down 
the sidewalk in her direction. 

Oh, here comes someone! Okay. Let’s ask him! I can do this! Remember 
what Boss said! Be more assertive!... Oh. But this guy looks important. 


He’s wearing a fancy suit and a hat. Is it okay to talk to him? What if 
he’s a busy business guy? I wouldnt want to bother him! 

The man stepped closer. 

His face is kind of scary! W-what tf he’s a gangster or something?! 
Aaaah he’s almost next to me! It’s too weird to call out to him now. I'll just 
watt for the next person.... But no one else ts on this road! I have to talk to 
him! If I don’t ask him, I won't be able to ask anyone! Aaah! Eh! Uh! 

Say! 

Words!!! 
Molly opened her mouth. 


“oy 


The man kept right on walking. 

Molly shut her mouth. 

Welp. 

She tried. 

Molly was doing her best to be more assertive. She really was! But 
it was so hard. Especially with strangers. She didn’t want to bother 
anybody. . .. 

... Though, come to think of it, he wouldn’t have been able to help 
her out even if she had managed to speak to him. She wasn’t looking 
for a place. She was looking for a person. And unless he'd seen them he 
would’ve had no idea where they were. Sigh. ... Oh well. Molly hoped 
that she wasn’t inconveniencing anyone by showing up at the wrong 
spot. She hoped she was just early. Most of all, she hoped there wasn’t 
some terrible reason that they were late. 


“Stop” 
Huh? 


eee e ey 


Molly heard a voice. 

It was a far away voice, echoing distantly off the walls of the nearby 
alley. Most people probably wouldn’t have heard it at all over the sound 
of the waves, but Molly had particularly sensitive hearing. What’s more, 
it was a sound that she recognized. A voice she recognized. From a person 
she recognized. 

“Oh no. Ohno oh no ohno...!” 

With a growing fear in her heart, she steadied her hands against 
the straps of her backpack and sprinted into the indigo shadow of the 


alleyway. 


* KOK 


Phoenica Fleecity was so excited to meet her friends at the beach 
that she had decided to take a shortcut. She had never walked to the 
beachfront before, but she figured that the fastest way to get there was 
to take the direct route through the alleys. Just keep walking west and 
she should arrive in no time! Easy peasy! 

Her bouncy blonde hair and high-end dress stood out like a sore 
thumb against the deep purples of the dirty alley. What’s more, she 
had little ornamental bells in her hair that softly jingled as she skipped. 
She looked like a little lost lamb, politely inviting any nearby predators 
to eat her. 

It wasn’t long before she ran into a wolf. 

“Hey «:... kid.” 

“Hello!” Phoenica answered with the eager sincerity of someone 
who had just been called on by their favorite teacher. 

“That’s a nice-lookin’ bag you got there.” Phoenica looked at her 
designer backpack. It was nice! It was baby blue and had a sheep 
embroidered on it. It was her favorite! 

“Oh thank you!” she beamed. “I like your . . .” Phoenica had been 
taught to always return a compliment with a compliment. She looked 
up and down at the person addressing her for anything compliment- 
worthy. The woman was languid with pallid skin and a long, ratty 


auburn ponytail. She leaned against the wall in an awkward way, like a 
dead tree that couldn’t decide whether or not it wanted to fall down. “I 
like your energy,” she decided. 

“Looks expensive.” 

“It was!” she smiled. “. .. Well! Goodbye!” 

The woman slid in front of her, blocking her exit. 

“Wonderin’ where I might find a bag as nice as that one.” 

“I got mine at Baxter’s Department Store!” Phoenica offered. “You 
could try going there!” The bells in her hair jingled, but the warning 
bells in her head did not. 

“Oooh, Baxter’s, huh? Place is pretty ritzy. Don’t think I'd ever be 
able to afford it.” 

“Oh, that zs a problem . . . I know! You could try getting a job!” 
Phoenica offered this advice with the absolute sincerity of a child. So 
much so that it somehow wrapped back around to sounding insulting. 

“Actually,” the wolf said, cracking a crooked smile, “I was thinkin’ 
it'd be easier to just take this one.” 

“But this one is mine,” Phoenica reminded her. 

“Not for long.” The silver flick of a switchblade appeared in the 
wolf's hand. She closed the distance and loomed over Phoenica as 
though she was three times her height. 

Phoenica gasped! 

“I get it now!” she said, “You're .. . a bully!” 

The word most people would’ve chosen was “mugger.” 

“T know how to deal with bullies!” Phoenica declared. She cleared 
her throat and recalled the word-for-word message that the VHS tapes 
had taught her: “You are only mean because of society and your own 
personal trauma. Let us stop this horrid cycle of violence! I will take the 
first step. Here: I forgive you.” Phoenica hugged her. 

After a moment of confusion, the mugger grabbed the idiot child 
by the backpack and hoisted Phoenica bodily into the air. She flailed 
uselessly like a ladybug on its back. 

“Nooo! VHS tapes! You lied to me!!!” 


* KOK 


Molly peaked around the corner of the midnight blue brick wall and 
gasped. Her best friend was being whipped back and forth through the 
air by some scraggly-looking mugger! The assailant shook her up and 
down, desperately trying to knock her loose, but Phoenica clung to the 
backpack straps as though her life depended on it. 

“C’mon kid, let go of the damn thing!” barked the wolf, flailing her 
around like a dog with a chew toy. 

“Nooo! I won’t!” 

“Tch! if I tear the straps or rip the fabric I can’t sell it... .” She 
brandished the knife again and held it close to the girl’s neck. “Is this 
bag really worth your life?!” 

“I-I don’t care about the bag! But I can’t let you have what’s inside 
of it!” The little girl was trembling, but her big blue eyes were filled 
with resolve. 

“Oh? Somethin’ valuable?” 

“Yes! It’s my friend’s, and you can’t have it!” Phoenica wriggled. 

“What is it? Money? You got cash in there?” 

“Wait. Is money all you’re after?” She said this as though it hadn’t 
occurred to her that a mugger might be interested in money. “Here! You 
can have my purse! Please, take all the money I have, but leave the bag, I 
beg you! . . . It’s been awhile since my last allowance so I’m a little short, 
but Pve still got about $5,000 in there.” 

“Five thousand? Shaddup! How stupid do you think I am!? Plus, you 
don’t even have a purse on you!” 

“Yes I do! It’s a mini-purse! In my dress pocket!” 

“Your dress has pockets!?” 

“Do yours not?” 

“Jeez, you really are rich! Alright! Let’s see what’s in this thing. .. . 
Come to mama!” The mugger swung Phoenica back like she was pre- 
paring to roll the girl down a bowling lane and then whipped her into 
the air! The force of the throw was enough to separate Phoenica from 


her backpack and send them both flying upside-down. 


“Nol!!!” 

“Feenie!” Molly let out a silent cry. 

Her friend had been chucked about ten feet in the air and was 
about to come down hard on the concrete. Molly’s legs moved before 
her head. She dashed out into the alley and subconsciously began using 
her epithet-— %* Dumb*x—to dumb down the impact of the fall and 
reduce the damage that Phoenica would take. Even so, it was still going 
to hurt if she hit the floor. There were no other cushions in sight... No 
other choice! A soft green glow surrounded Molly as she dove directly 
beneath her friend’s growing shadow and prepared for impact. 

“Oofll!” 

Phoenica slammed into her and they toppled to the ground in a 
heap. Luckily for Molly, 90% of Phoenica’s body mass was fluff and 
cotton so it felt less like getting crushed and more like being hit just a 
little too hard in a pillow fight. 

“.. Ow.” 

“Molly!?” 

Meanwhile above them, Feenie’s backpack had overturned in mid- 
air and the top had come undone. Papers erupted from the backpack 
and scattered against the damp floor of the alleyway. They weren’t the 
bright, multicolored bills that the mugger had been hoping for, though. 
These pages were white. 

“No!!!” Phoenica looked absolutely devastated. She was instantly 
crying big, stupid tears. “You bully!!! Look what you’ve done! Now the 
worksheets are all wet!” 

“Wha... what is this?” the Wolf blinked. 

“Science! History! Algebra! All ruined! Do you know how LONG 
it takes to dry out a worksheet? It never lies perfectly flat again! It’s 
AWFUL! It’s like the paper equivalent of that eraser thing! 

She blinked again. “... Huh?” 

“You know! The eraser thing! Where you try to erase a pencil mark, 
but it just kind of smudges and smears gray streaks everywhere? And 
then you think ‘Oh, I guess I need to put a little more elbow grease into 
it!’ So you do, but the smudge just gets worse. And then you try erasing 


harder and harder and the eraser tears clean through the page! And now 
the page has been ripped and you're not sure if it’s your fault or if it’s 
just a bad eraser. And you can’t even be sure it’s a bad eraser unless you 
test it a second time, and that means ripping the page again!” 

“What the hell are you talkin’ about???” 

“It’s the worst!!!” she bleated. Phoenica hugged Molly. “Oh Molly, 
dear, I’m so sorry! You trusted me to deliver your homework for you and 
here it is scattered about a dirty alley floor! ?m... ?ma FAILURE!” 

“Feenie . . . You were willing to risk your life for my homework? . 
.. Again?” 

“YOU TRUSTED ME!” she wept. 

“It’s okay, it’s okay... ” Molly patted Feenie on the back. It was like 
hugging a marshmallow. “I’m just happy you’re alright.” 

“Oh, you're far from alright,” the wolf snarled. She gestured towards 
the upturned backpack, which was now sitting stained in an alleyway 
puddle. “You just cost me full price on that new backpack! And you 
aren’t leaving until someone covers the difference.” 

“Like I said, I have $5,000,” Phoenica repeated. She reached into her 
skirt pocket, took out a tiny purse shaped like a sheep, unzipped it, and 
produced five thousand-dollar bills. 

“Feenie!” Molly hissed, “Put those away!” 

“Why? I might as well get rid of them. My next allowance is coming 
up and I can’t seem to use these anywhere. You'd be surprised how it is 
to break a thousand!” 

“No, I wouldn’t!” Molly said, slamming the bills back into Feenie’s 
purse, “I work a cash register for a living!” 

“Hold up,” said the mugger, closing the distance. “Was that a stack 
of kilos? . .. Those real?” 

“Uh! Haha! No! No, not at all!” Molly flailed. “These are . . . props! 
For a school play! Feenie is playing a rich girl!” 

“Oh Molly, if I were playing a rich girl I think I'd have far more on 
me than a measly five thousand dollars—” 

Molly elbowed her. 

“Ow! Oh. Um. Yes! They are props!” 


“.. . Never seen a real live kilo before,” the mugger said, inching 
closer... . “I hear if you put one of them in a vending machine, it just 
sprouts mechanical legs and walks home with you.” 

“Yes that’s right” Feenie chirped. “My father bought one once. In 
fact, some high-end vending machines have programming where if you 
give them SEVERAL bills at once they actually sprout little arms along- 
side the legs and and serve you like a waiter—” 

Molly muted her. 

She had the ability to instantly silence both people and objects using 
her epithet. Feenie’s mouth was still moving and her hands continued 
to gesture, but no sound came out. 

“S-she’s practicing her lines!” Molly explained. Feenie continued 
talking silently. It seemed she hadn’t noticed. “Most of the play is 
pantomime!” 

“Uh huh .. .” the mugger said. She didn’t seem to buy it, which 
wasn’t a huge surprise. Muggers don’t usually buy things if they can 
steal them. “Well, even if they ave just props, I bet I could pass them 
off to some schmuck for a quick buck. Why don’t you just . . . hand 
those over?” 

“Uh! Um!!!” flailed Molly. 


“cy corny? 


flailed Feenie. 
“Hey. Back off.” 


A new voice spoke from somewhere, squeaky and strange. 

“Ehh?” The mugger checked behind her. A third child stood at the 
entrance to the alleyway. This one was even smaller than the other two. 
Standing in the distance with her head down she looked barely three 
feet tall, more like a garden gnome than a full-fledged person. But there 
was something about her... 

“Oh great. Another one?” the mugger rolled her eyes, flinging her 
body around like a wet sock to face the newcomer. “Get outta here, kid. 
You’re interrupting business. Scram. If you know what’s good for ya.” 


The mugger casually flashed the switchblade as a warning. The new- 
comer spoke up. 

“Oh? If you had any real sense. .. then you d be the one running.” 

The mugger squinted. 

This new little girl had strawberry-pink hair scrunched up into a 
single, off-center tuft over her right eye. She wore an oversized purple 
sweater with sleeves that extended past her tiny arms. Her voice was 
small and scrunchy, like a toy somebody had stepped on. By all accounts 
she should’ve looked ridiculous. But there was something about the 
way she moved... no, something about the way she wasnt moving that 
made her feel . . . off; somehow. Stock still. Yoo still, like a crack on a 
broken television screen, casting long shadows down the alleyway. Far 
too long for her tiny frame. Her face was still tilted down and invisible. 
She spoke again. 

“You seem pretty confident . . . so ’m guessing this place is your 
stomping grounds, right? That means I don’t have to explain the name 
‘Roughhouse’ to you . . . right?” 

Roughhouse? 

The mugger raised her eyebrows. 

Of course she knew the name Roughhouse. Everybody in this part 
of town did. The Roughhouses . . . They were an infamous family of 
thugs that dominated the shadows of Sweet Jazz City a few years back . 
.. though at this point they were more like an urban legend. 

Rumor had it the oldest sibling was nigh-indestructible. They said 
that he got his face gashed open on a chain link fence in the middle of 
a brawl. A wound like that would normally be enough to take some- 
one down instantly, but this guy fought through the pain and beat up 
ten more street punks before walking himself to the hospital like it was 
nothing. Another sibling was a bomb junkie. Word on the street was 
he’d wound up in prison after bombing the STEM building. Then there 
was the chick who went through town smashing up things with a giant 
baseball bat, and another one who apparently had an epithet that could 
turn you into her slave for the rest of your life if you pissed her off. . . 


But those were just rumors! Stories that thugs told to their little 
thuglings at night to scare ‘em crooked! Backstreet boogeymen! They 
weren’t real! The wolf growled and spat. 

“Tch. Yeah. Sure. I know Roughhouse. What’s that’s got to do with 
anything?” 

“Oh, it’s got a lot to do with me,” said the little girl. “After all . 
..” She lifted her head, looking the mugger directly in the eye for the 


first time. 
“T’m one of ‘em.” 


Trixie Roughhouse. 

Half of her face was completely covered by her bangs. There was 
an X-shaped hairpin where the right eye should’ve been. But it was her 
other eye that the robber was staring at. 

Black. 

Her gaze was almost impossibly black. Cold. Dark. Absolute. Like 
staring into a hole so deep that you couldn’t help but imagine what it 
would feel like to fall in. The air around her started to feel tight. The 
mugger was just as still as the new girl now, two alley cats frozen in a 
staredown. 

“T-that’s horse-baloney!” she managed to choke out. “What I hear, 
them Roughhouses are all in their teens at least! They don’t got no 
kid sister!” 

“That’s news to me,” Trixie responded, uncomfortably still. 

The mugger felt like she was being stared through. She reflexively 
checked behind her. No one there. She wasn’t being flanked. Just her 
two marks, cowering on the ground. Did they know this girl? The 
mugger turned back to Trixie. 

“Ey, what’s it to you, huh? They your friends or somethin’?” 

“Never met ‘em before in my life,” she said flatly, “But from the 
sound of things they’re worth about five thousand bucks.” 

Daman. She heard that, huh? 


“There’s a reason, you know.” 

“Huh?” 

“Why you haven’t heard of me. There’s a reason. See... My siblings 
all have a reputation. You know why that is? It’s ‘cause people see what 
they do. Because after they scrap with someone . . . they let the other 
guy walk away.” 

Then, for the first time, she moved. 

Her oversized purple sleeves swung back and forth like a pendulum. 

Suddenly—snkt/—something appeared from her left arm. Some- 
thing with a silver edge. At first the mugger thought it might be a knife, 
but as her eyes focused she realized it was actually the tip of a box cutter. 
“See... P’m different. The reason I don’t have a reputation...” 

The pendulum swung up! The metallic tip of the box cutter dug into 
the blue wall of the alleyway. Trixie began to walk forwards, dragging 
the edge of the knife against the wall so hard that it began sparking. 

“_.. I don’t like to leave witnesses.” 

It was a ridiculous statement. Especially coming from someone of 
Trixie’s stature. But the way she said it. Her absolute conviction. 

The menace. 

The rage. 

A sudden thought raced through the mugger’s head: 

I’m going to die. 

She tried to shake it off, but the feeling was perched on her heart like 
a heavy black bird and wouldn’t let go. The child kept walking towards 
her, eye contact unbreaking. With each step she took the walls of the 
alleyway felt like they were warping, closing in towards her the way they 
do in a nightmare. The mugger had only one option. 

“S-stay back!” she cried! “I... I have an epithet! 

If someone ever threatened you on the street, the best thing to do 
was to pretend you had an epithet, especially if you were a mundie. It 
was common knowledge. Even the Ztreet Smartz VHS mentioned it. 
An epithet was a wild card in any battle. The word alone was often 
enough to throw an assailant off their rhythm. 

... But not this time. 


Trixie didn’t hesitate for a second. She didn’t even blink. She just 
kept closing the distance with constant, rhythmic steps, like the timer 
ona clock ticking down. Tzk. Tik. Tik. Tk. The blade of her boxcutter 
sparked against the wall with each footfall, casting shadows and sinking 
her face into even deeper darkness. 

“You're lying,” Trixie said. “Any inscribed with a real epithet would 
never lead with a knife. That’s a mundie move.” 

“B-but you’re using a knife too! Doesn’t that make you a mundie!?” 
The mugger smiled in a desperate, sweaty way that would’ve lost a poker 
hand. “Do you really wanna tangle with an inscribed!?” 

Trixie paused. The sparking stopped. 

For a second the mugger thought her bluff had borne fruit. But then 

.. Trixie laughed. 

And for the first time .. . she sled. 

It was an ugly smile. A deep, unsightly grin twisted across her face, 
like a doll stretched too far. 

“Hah hah hah... and what makes you think this zs7 t my epithet?” 
Trixie raised her other sleeve, then flicked it downwards. 

Another boxcutter tip appeared. 

Then two. 

Then three. 

Then five. 

Bladed silver shot out from her sweater like claws where her hands 
should’ve been and scraped against both sides of the alleyway. Dual 
spark showers exploded on both sides. She walked forwards again, arms 
outstretched, welcoming the rain of bright yellow light backlighting her 
body. The youngest Roughhouse looked like some sort of cultic priest, 
walking towards a sacrifice, ready to carve. Her single eye was wide open 
and invincible. Four and a half feet of monster. 

“So...” the grin twisted, “What do you think? Am I bluffing? Can 
you defeat me with your zmaginary epithet? Huh? Are you willing to 
make that bet?” 

The mugger shrunk back. W-What . . . what the hell was she 
supposed to do in a situation like this!? Her eyes darted over towards 


the two girls cowering next to the backpack. Desperately, she grabbed 
the fluffy-looking one and held her at knifepoint. She pantomimed in 
mute protest. 

“S-stop right there!” she shouted, “Don’t you care what happens to 
these two!?” Trixie’s grin didn’t falter for a second. In fact, it might’ve 
grown wider. 

“You think a hostage can protect you? Go ahead! I don’t need them 
alive to spend their money! Right now, I'd say you still have enough 
time to get away .. . but if you stand there behind two meat shields 
while I slowly walk up to you . . . what’s going to happen? What do 
you think is going to happen when I reach you? Do you really think I'll 
stop? Is $5,000 worth it to me? Is it worth their lives? Is it worth your 
life? Well? Go on. Try it. Gamble. After all .. .” Their eyes locked. A 
ring of hungry, silver-edged light cut across the dark of Trixie’s eyes like 
a reaper’s scythe. “I’ve killed for less.” 

It didn’t even take the wolf a second to decide. 

She exploded out of the alleyway, howling and ragdolling through 
the streets much to the confusion of nearby pedestrians. That mugger 
wouldn’t return to this part of town for years, and she’d never venture 
into that particular alleyway ever again. 

Trixie watched after her as the attacker’s footsteps faded into the 
distance. 

Dead silence was all that remained. 

Once they were sure she was gone, the two victims on the ground 
looked up at the demon who had just saved them. There was a clatter- 
ing sound as several boxcutters slipped from her sleeves and bounced 
against the concrete. 

Trixie Roughhouse did not have an epithet. 

Trixie Roughhouse had never been in a real fight in her entire life. 

Trixie Roughhouse began to hyperventilate. 

“Oh gosh,” she sputtered, “Holy smokes! That was so scary. Hhh! 
Hhhbh.” The hardened expression from before had vanished. In its 
place was the shaking face of a small child who had been separated from 
her mother at the grocery store 


Trixie hadn’t lied to the mugger about her background. Well, kinda. 
She'd never killed anyone before, but she WAS the youngest member of 
the Roughhouse family and she had learned a great deal from her older 
siblings. She grew up learning all about life on the street without having 
to experience it firsthand. Her older sister taught her how to fight. Her 
older brother taught her how to scare people so bad that she would 
never need to. She had four lifetimes’ worth of street-smarts drilled into 
her tiny raspberry skull from a young age. She knew all of the swears, 
which meant that she was a very cool 12-year-old. 

Right now she was crying her eyes out. 

“Hhh! Pm sorry! I didn’t know what to do! I was just trying to scare 
her away but when she pointed that knife at you, I—hhh. Ooooooh. I 
just doubled down! Because I didn’t know what else to do??? But then 
I bluffed and said I didn’t care if she hurt you... . but what if she had 
hurt you!? HHHHHH—” 

“Oh, Trixie!” Phoenica flung her arms around the smaller girl and 
began weeping herself. “And Molly, too! You both saved me! You're. . . 
you're both so br. .. bra-ha-haaaave!” 

Molly began to tear up too. Her friends were safe. They were all safe. 
She wrapped her arms around them and hugged them even tighter. The 
trio of little girls held each other in a ball and wailed together, alone in 
the alleyway. 

The kids at school nicknamed them the “Neo Trio.” This was because 
when they stood side by side, they looked like Neapolitan ice cream. 

Chocolate, strawberry, and vanilla. 

Molly, Trixie, and Phoenica. 

‘Trixie Roughhouse and Phoenica Fleecity. 

They were Molly’s best friends. And she loved them more than any- 
thing else in the whole wide world. 


PROLOGUE - THE BANZAI BLASTERS 


The hour? 

Four in the afternoon. The special hour. So special that the shows 
airing on T'V around this time were called “four o ‘clock spectals.” Shows 
like Ztreetz Smartz for Kidz. 


The place? 

Headquarters! Also known as the big treehouse in Crusher’s back 
yard. The coolest hangout spot any of them knew. At least, the coolest 
one where they wouldn’t be kicked out by an employee for loitering. 


The mood? 
Solemn. 


A group of small-time delinquents were gathered around the plastic 
pop-up table that Crusher had dragged up his tree. They each wore their 
civilian clothes and hung their heads in sorrow. Today was a dark day 
indeed. They had lost their hope. Their beacon of light. Their leader. 

“Minions...” 

The man himself addressed them. 

Giovanni was standing some ways away looking dramatically out the 
window. His back was turned so that his figure was lit by a halo of omi- 
nous, golden light. It was difficult to hear what he was saying because 
he was facing away from them and talking out a window, but nobody 
said anything because it made him look cool and they knew that that 
was what really mattered. 


“I take it from your presence here today that you received my group 
text? You already know what I’m going to say. But some messages are 
simply too important to be conveyed by emoticons and Dark Star’s 
funny gifs.” 

He turned to them. 

“As of today, lam leaving the Banzai Blasters.” 

The minions’ heads sunk even lower. They all knew that this was 
coming. 

Just one week ago they had pulled off their first big job: a museum 
heist. It hadn’t all gone according to plan (mostly because they hadn’t 
had one), but at the end of the night they managed to get away with 
a very valuable magic amulet. Giovanni had traveled to a seedy town in 
the middle of the woods in order to get the amulet appraised and sell it. 
Unfortunately, he had been ambushed by a different faction of Banzai 
Blasters and was beaten up pretty badly. According to him he’d totally 
kicked their butts afterwards! ... But he lost the necklace in the process 
and now he had no idea where it was. 

Giovanni was less upset about the loss of the necklace than he was 
with his organization’s conduct. He had always seen the Banzai Blasters 
as a way for passionate youths to get together and channel their energy 
into something positive. Like crime! But it turned out that apparently 
the only thing the higher-ups in the Banzai Blaster organization cared 
about was turning a profit. 

What was that!? Whatever happened to making a STATEMENT 
through your crime!? Where’s the passion? The zutrigue?! Where’s the 
HEART!? 

Giovanni was having none of it and he was insistent on quitting. Car 
Crash—the only minion who had accompanied him on the trip—tried 
to talk him out of it during the long walk home, but Giovanni’s mind 
was made up. 

He had announced his retirement via group chat using a gif of a 
popular actress flipping off the camera and saying J’ OUT, B*TCHES! 
in big Impact font. Dark Star had reacted with a gif of a cartoon dog’s 
jaw hitting the floor. 


The rest of the minions protested fiercely. 

Sure, they’d lost their treasure, but they HAD successfully executed 
a museum heist! Giovanni was a wanted man now! That was a big deal 
for a Banzai Blaster! The police usually ignored the low-ranking Banzai 
Blasters and Banzai Captains because their crimes were so petty, they 
simply weren’t worth the time it took to deal with them, but Giovanni 
was a bonafide criminal now! He was on the lam. The police had even 
staked out his house! He’d been hiding out in Crusher’s tree house for 
the last week in order to lay low. The way the minions saw it, Giovanni 
had clout now! This was his chance to climb even further up the Banzai 
Ranks! Giovanni retorted that he wasn’t interested in getting a promo- 
tion from a bunch of jerks like the Banzai Blasters. Becoming famous 
wasn’t worth being a meante. 

“But do not fret, my loyal minions! I have not forsaken you! Nor have 
I given up my dream of becoming the Number One Villain of all time! 
For you see...” He turned dramatically to face them. “I have decided to 
start my own villainous organization! And you are all invited!!!” 

“What’s it called?” asked Flamethrower. 

“T don’t know.” 

“What does it do?” asked Spike. 

“I don’t know yet.” 

“How will you get funding?” asked Dark Star. 

“I don’t know that either. So!” he clapped his hands on his hips 
triumphantly, “Are you in!?” 

The minions leapt to their feet and cheered. 

There was never any question. 

The Banzai Blasters organization was an openly malicious, bald- 
faced pyramid scheme that preyed on teens going through a rebellious 
phase and disenfranchised divorcees going through their mid-life crisis. 
People mostly joined the Banzai Blasters just so they could say that they 
were a part of something. 

Giovanni’s minions were the same way when they joined. A gaggle 
of directionless jerks trying to find something, anything in life to get 
excited about. They had expected to spray paint a few walls. Steal some 


bikes. Littering. Loitering. Lil bit of lootering. But that was about 
it. And that’s probably what would’ve happened if they hadn’t been 
placed in the same squad as Giovanni Potage. 

Giovanni wasn’t their leader at first. In fact, the management hadn’t 
assigned them a leader at all. The upper ranks of the Banzai Blasters only 
cared about making money which meant that all of their attention was 
spent on newbies who looked like their continued monthly member- 
ship might turn a profit. Captains and higher-ranking members were 
only assigned to recruits with a lot of promise. Apparently Giovanni’s 
gang didn’t make the cut. 

The rest of them made fun of Giovanni at first. He insisted that 
his Banzai nickname be “Hotshot,” but instead the group settled on 
“Creampuff” to mock him for bringing a tray of homemade pastries to 
their squad’s first meeting as a way to say hello to his new teammates. 
Still though, they had to admit that they tasted great. 

Whenever the group was in danger of settling into that “standing 
around in a parking lot and doing nothing” flavor of teenage boredom 
typical of a Banzai Blaster squad, Giovanni would light a fire under 
them. He came up with schemes, gave them goals to work towards. 
Midnight snack runs to the gas station turned into elaborate heists. 
They had show-and-tell nights where they would see who could steal 
and present the strangest item. Winners got star stickers. One time, they 
snuck into a convenience store and replaced all of the gas station hot 
dogs with cattails from a nearby pond. 

It was undeniably stupid. But it was fun, and it gave them stories to 
tell. And that was all they really wanted. 

Giovanni had so many ideas for things to do that following his plans 
became second nature. Dark Star jokingly called him “Boss” and the 
title stuck. 

In time, the minions had fallen in love with their charismatic doofus 
of a leader (some of them very literally). These kids weren’t loyal to the 
organization, they were loyal to Giovanni. And they would follow him 
to the ends of the earth. 


“ALRIGHT, THEN!” Giovanni slapped the table with a trium- 
phant grin. “We’re a team again, boys! And we’ve already got our first 
SECRET MISSION! It’s got two deadly phases. Behold!” 

The group grinned back and forth at each other. Giovanni spread a 
hand-drawn blueprint across the table. “This mission is scheduled . . . 
for THIS FRIDAY!” 

The cheering stopped. 

“Huh? What’s wrong? 

“Uh... ‘This Friday’ as in . . . his Friday, this Friday?” Ben asked. 

“Yes, this Friday, this Friday. Why?” 

“_..Can we move it?” 

“NO we cannot “move it’, Ben! The deadline is Friday! That’s what 
it says on the blueprints!” He pointed to the blueprints. The word 
FRIDAY!!! was circled in big, red letters. Underneath the words OR 
YOU DIE!!! had been added in smaller letters for clarity. 

“But . . . Friday is my big cheer competition,” Flamethrower 
frowned. Giovanni gasped. They'd all bought tickets! How could he 
have forgotten!? 

“I am. SO. Sorry. New phase of the plan: Phase Zero. Someone 
needs to stay behind to film Flamethrower’s cheer meet so I can watch 
it later!” 

“I can do that!” Ben raised his hand. “I’m already at all of his prac- 
tices. I’ve been acting as a stand-in for the enemy team so they’ve got 
someone to jeer. They call me the jeerleader.” 

“Good, gooood .. .” Giovanni wrung his hands together evilly. “As 
for the rest of you! Phase Two of the plan requires transport! Car Crash, 
are you available?” 

“Yd love to, man,” said Car Crash, speaking from a cell phone they 
had propped up on a table on an old pizza box, “But after crashing our 
sixth and final family car, my parents grounded me for the rest of my 
foreseeable life!” 

“Bummer! Dark Star, how about you?” Giovanni asked. 

“Td have to ask my mom first . . .” said Dark Star. Everyone collec- 
tively groaned. Ugh. Dark Star’s Mom. 


“Ughhh, forget it,” Giovanni wilted. “Your mom over-researches 
EVERYTHING. It'll take weeks before we get the okay and we’re on a 
deadline! Pfeh. Bureaucracy. How ‘bout the rest of you?” 

“Sorry Boss,” Spike replied, “But word on the street is that the goose 
that stole my sandwich last spring is back in town. And I’m not letting 
that web-toed bastard walk away until I get what’s mine.” She punched 
her leather-studded fist into her hand and cracked her knuckles so hard 
it sounded like shattering ice. 

“Ok, that is acceptable,” Giovanni said.“Because as we all 
know...” He raised his hands like a conductor. “No matter what any 
corny four-o’clock-special like Ztreet Zmartz tries to tell you...” 

“Revenge ts actually awesome,” the minions chorused. 

“,.. actually awesome.” Car Crash echoed, delayed by chat latency. 

“Crusher? How ‘bout you, are you free?” 

“ALWAYS BOSS.” 

“Great! Phase One of this mission requires a chef. How are your 
baking skills?” Crusher banged his fists against the table. 

“IT CAN MAKE CEREAL, PROVIDED IT COMES IN A BOX.” 

“What about cookies?” 

“T WILL LEARN FOR YOU, BOSS.” 

“No, no, that’s no good. The art of cookie-baking takes YEARS to 
master, and we only have a couple of days. You’ll have to man the home 
front on this one.” 

“OKAY I WILL KEEP THE TREEHOUSE WARM FOR YOU, 
HONEY.” 

“Hmm .. .” Giovanni mused. “It sounds like most of you will be 
indisposed for this mission. Very well! Go about your business! For 
now, your first assignment is to think of a cool new name for our 
organization!” 

Giovanni’s boys began excitedly chatting amongst themselves and 
shooting ideas back and forth for their new bad guy group. Their leader 
turned dramatically towards the entrance of the treehouse and gazed 
out at the suburban landscape before him. 


“This might be more difficult than I thought. . .” he mumbled. “But 
there’s still a chance. After all...” 


“T still have one minion left to ask... .” 


PROLOGUE - THE RABBIT KNIGHT 


GRAAAAAAAAAQOOOOOOOOOAAAR!!! 


A thunderous roar echoed across a blood-red sky. 

Otherworldly pink clouds exploded into mist as the shockwave of 
sound tore through them. Peals of white lightning criss-crossed the 
heavens like spiderwebs. Then . . . a massive figure rose in front of 
the sun .. . A colossal, reptilian monster, standing ten—no, a hundred 
stories tall! 

Nothing ran from the creature. This was a dead land, silent and 
black. The plants and animals had burned away long ago. Nothing left 
now but the harsh stone of scorched earth, jagged and obsidian. A forest 
of petrified spires that might’ve once been trees stretched out towards 
the sky like hands reaching for salvation, crying out for some last, futile 
chance at mercy. 

Perhaps, today, their calls would finally be answered. 

A lone figure strode through the iron forest. A knight, covered 
head to toe in a suit of perfectly polished silver armor with a sword to 
match at her side. Her outfit practically glowed against the black velvet 
landscape. Each clink of her metal boots resonated like a melody in this 
songless land. 

She put a hand on the hilt of her blade and called to the creature. 

“At last .. .” she said. “After ten long years, my crusade has finally 
ended.” 


“THAT VOICE...” 


Something spoke. From everywhere and nowhere at once. 


A voice so deep and ancient that it seemed the very earth itself 
was speaking with her. The monstrous pillar that blocked out the sky 
rotated until a single, blood-red eye appeared, shining down on her 
with hatred. 

“YOU ... YES ...I REMEMBER YOU. THE ‘RABBIT 
KNIGHT’, WAS IT?” 

The thing laughed. A horrid, reeking, guttural laugh, like a rancid 
cauldron about to boil over. 

“HAVE YOU COME TO AVENGE YOUR TINY VILLAGE? ... 
TO ‘SLAY ME?” 

*“T-have.” 

“HAH! MANY BEFORE YOU HAVE TRIED... AND ALL 
HAVE MET THEIR FATE BETWEEN MY FANGS AND MY 
FLAME... YOU SHALL BE NO DIFFERENT.” 

“Not so, Dragon,” the Knight said. “For I have grown strong in the 
many years since we last met. I have traveled far. I’ve gained the king’s 
favor. I have single-handedly made my way through these Scorched 
Lands. And I have brought with me... the Sword of the Eclipse.” 

The Knight drew her blade, slowly and with purpose. The moment 
the hilt left the scabbard a bright light radiated from the sword. It was 
unspeakably beautiful. The weapon was split in two colors down the 
length of the fuller: one half as white as pure snow and the other a 
black so deep it seemed like a hole in the air. She leveled the sword at 
the Dragon. 

“HAH HAH HAH ...IT HAS BEEN MANY YEARS SINCE 
I LAST LAID EYE UPON THAT BLADE. BUT... FOOLISH 
RABBIT... THOU MUST KNOW THE LEGEND? THE SWORD 
OF THE ECLIPSE IS USELESS IN THE HANDS OF A MERE 
MORTAL. TO STRIKE A FOE WITH IT IS TO CAST AWAY 
ONE’S OWN LIFE! NO... THE SWORD’S TRUE POWER CAN 
ONLY BE WIELDED BY A LUNARIAN...A DWELLER OF THE 
MOON ... AND THEY WERE WIPED OUT CENTURIES 
AGO...ISAW TOIT MYSELF...” 

The knight smiled. 


“... Not all of them.” 

Suddenly, she cried out! A cry of power! Peals of brilliant moon- 
beams shot out from the slits in her visor, spearing into the dark 
landscape. Everywhere the moonlight touched, flowers bloomed. Grass 
grew a bright vibrant green, as if to defy the dead land around it. 

The knight’s aura flared around her body, adding a second protective 
layer on top of her armor. The aura extended beyond her head and two 
long appendages wisped past the edge of her helmet, forming a pair of 
majestic rabbit ears. 

“My father may be the one who taught me how to wield a sword, 
but THIS! This is the gift my mother bestowed upon me! My mother’s 
secret bloodline technique! That’s right... lam... half Lunarian!” 

“AN ECLIPSE LUNARIAN!?” the Dragon recoiled! “NO! 
IT CANNOT BE! IMPOSSIBLE!!! THEY ARE BUT LEGEND! 
NOTHING MORE THAN A MYTH!” 

“They will say the same of you once you have been slain! Now come, 
beast! Come and face your demise!” The knight held her shining sword 
at the ready. 

“NO... THE PROPHECY! COULD IT REALLY BE TRUE?!” 

“I see fear in your remaining eye, Dragon!” The Knight grinned. 
“What’s wrong? Does it remember? Does the sight of my sword remind 
you of that day? When my mother stole your other eye before you 
killed her!?” 

“SILENCE, GIRL!!! I WILL NOT DIE! NOT HERE! NOT 
NOW! NOT EVER!!!" With titanic force the Dragon swung its enor- 
mous body down to glare at the girl face to face. No longer silhouetted 
by the light of the pink sun, its horrendous form was plain to see. Its 
left eye had long since burned out, but the right seared with red fury. 
A single coal in an ancient hearth, crimson and hellish. One last ember 
that hinted at the roiling fire deep inside the monster, the fire that had 
turned what was once a paradise into these Scorched Lands. The fire 
that had robbed so many of their families and their lives. The fire that 
all in this world knew to fear! 

The fire of the dreaded S’more Dragon of the Scorched Lands! 


Horrid to look upon! 

Awful to taste! 

Any sweetness that it once had burned away long ago in the bonfire of 
its belly. Now it sneered out at the world with hatred from underneath 
a crusty, ashen armor. Its chocolate scales, once tempered and shining, 
were now dull, dotted with white fat bloom like lichen on a dead tree. 
The cracks between its scales pulsed and glowed like a lava flow and 
smoke poured from its mile-long spine like a steampunk skyline. 

The Dragon lowered its head and roared at the knight. Its graham 
cracker maw filled with horrible dripping marshmallow teeth that 
morphed and melted as it spoke. 

“I WILL ROAST YOU...I WILL BURN YOU LIKE THE REST 
OF YOUR VILLAGE FOR YOUR INSOLENCE!” It sneered and 
exhaled a burning hatred against her armor. 

The Dragon hoped that the girl was scared. It could not see her 
unfazed smile behind her visor. She had waited for this day for too long 
to be scared of anything anymore. 

“Rejoice, Dragon. For Iam merciful! And though you do not deserve 
it, I shall grant you a kindness! I promise to end this in one blow!” 

The Rabbit Knight held her sword aloft and pointed it straight at 
his belly. However, she was not holding it by the hilt. She had lifted the 
blade by the pommel, the far end of the weapon. It was massively heavy, 
but she held it with ease. A testament to her unparalleled strength. 

The Dragon’s crusty eye squinted. This was no swordsman’s 
stance... No, the way the Rabbit Knight held her weapon was far too 
dainty. She outstretched her free hand into the empty air ahead of her. 

“Secret Lunarian technique...” 

The fingers on her free hand spun around in a flourish, and with 
a—snap!—a spark of iridescent light twinkled between her fingers. She 
brought her hand down in an arc and drew a brilliant rainbow through 
the air. She brought her arm behind her, then above, then all the way 
back to the front in a perfect circle, linking the ends of the rainbow to- 
gether in a vibrant ring. The moment the circle was complete, the rain- 
bow shimmered, solidifying from transparent color into an arc of solid 


light. She grabbed it with her free hand ... and then drew the Sword of 
the Eclipse back towards her chest with the other. As she did, a second 
rainbow sprouted off of the ring and nocked itself into the pommel of 
the sword. She pulled it back like a drawstring on a bow! 

She wasn’t going to slash the Dragon with the sword . . . she was 
going to fire it like an arrow! The name of her attack rang out against 
the pink sky: 

“Mochi Moonbow!!!” 

“THE MOCHI MOONBOW!? N-NO! THAT’S THE ULITI- 
MATE MOVE!!!” 

“That’s right! This is the end, Dragon!” The knight grinned as her 
auralike rabbit ears flared with power. “This is for my village!” 


“NO!” the Dragon cried, suddenly seeming much smaller than 
before. “P-PLEASE! I DIDN’T MEAN IT! HAVE MERCY!!!” It put 
its chocolate paws together in a pleading prayer, but the Knight could 
not be swayed! She pulled the drawstring. 

“This is for all the lives you’ve stolen with your flames!!!” 


... Lort!... 


The sword was pulled back as far as it would go, but the Knight 
wasn’t done yet! Her aura surged in a series of sparkling white flourishes, 
flares, and dancing crosshairs. She would put everything she had into 
this attack! The moonbow shook. It’s string quivered with enough 
power to launch a skyscraper! This would be the final blow! 

“And THIS is for my family who you burned!!!” 


... Lorelai!! 


An echo punched into the fantasy. 
The Rabbit Knight winced. Her bow faltered. 


Ugh! C’mon, no... not now! 

Something was wrong. The air of the Scorched Lands rippled, as if 
the sky was just a reflection in a pond that someone had poked. Then, 
without warning, Molly Blyndeff stuck her head through an opening 
in the air. 

“You were s‘posed to do the dishes!” she said. “Now I’m not gonna 
have enough time to make dinner and do my homework!” 

“Uggehhhhhhhhhhhh!” The Knight groaned with her entire body. 

Her stately posture evaporated and the sparkling power dancing 
through her bow flickered away like a dying flashlight. The Rabbit 
Knight speared her sword into the ground in frustration and lifted her 
helmet. She tossed it to the floor in a tantrum and it shattered into 
sparkles like a falling star. 

“You are SO annoying!” 

Lorelai Blyndeff. 

Molly’s freckle-faced older sister. 

Seventeen years old and an absolute brat. 

Her green eyes were almost like Molly’s, but just a little bit wrong. 
The younger sister had a quartet of dots in her iris arranged like holes 
in a button, while Lori’s trio of eye-dots danced in a triangle, bottom- 
side-up—a radioactive warning label. Her hair was the color of burnt 
caramel, dotted with honeycomb highlights that came together in a 
trio of blonde locks sticking out from the front, combed back into 
rabbit ears. 

The teenager glared at her little sister. She had come here to yell at 
her again. That was all she ever did. Ugh. 

Molly’s epithet could be used to make things quieter or to simplify 
them by “dumbing them down”. A volume dial to defend against 
sensory overload. Lorelai’s epithet, % Augment*, was sensory overload 
incarnate. Where the younger sister could make things quiet, the older 
sister could make them louder. That said, Lori’s ability to manipulate 
noise wasn’t the problem. The real issue was her ability to augment 
reality. 


Ever since she was little, Lori could make what she called “Dream 
Bubbles”. They were a sort of pocket dimension, and inside each one 
was an entire world where Lorelai could manifest whatever she wanted. 
High fantasy castles, carnivals, ice cream parlors, you name it. So long as 
she could dream it, she could create it, and little girls are very creative. 

That said, little girls can also be very stubborn. 

Her powers had caused no shortage of difficulty for her parents 
growing up. When Lorelai was upset she would lock herself away inside 
one of her dream bubbles for hours or even days at a time, and there 
wasn’t anything anyone could do about it. Her worlds looked as flimsy 
as soap bubble spheres from the outside, something you could pop with 
a finger, but in reality their iridescent exterior was as hard as iron. When 
Lori was trapped in her own worlds, nobody could touch her. 

Nobody except for Molly. 

Molly’s ability was the antithesis of Lorelai’s. She could dumb 
down an idea until it no longer existed, simplify an entire paragraph of 
description to nothing but an ellipsis. Everything in Lori’s worlds was 
created from nothing, and no matter how complicated she made her 
myths and magics and monsters or how much time she spent on them, 
Molly could erase them. 

Lori hated her for that. 

Molly never wanted to play along. Molly never cared about all the 
time Lorelai had spent designing things. She just came in to bother her. 
To yell at her. To make her do chores. To pick up a shift or help out 
at the counter because the store was busy. Her dumb little sister was 
absolutely no fun at all! 

Her dad understood, though. He was proud of her creativity and 
encouraged it, taking ideas from her worlds to make new toys. He was 
always nice to Lorelai and didn’t mind if she took some time off. Molly 
was in the middle of yet another practiced speech about how she was 
feeling really “overwhelmed” lately and how it was probably Lorelai’s 
fault, because according to Molly everything was her fault. Ugh. What a 
waste of time. Lori stamped her foot to stop her mid-speech. 


“Fine,” she said. “If you have a problem with my work schedule, why 
don’t we go and ask dad about it?” She proposed the idea with an ugly 
smile. “We'll let him decide!” 

“... He always takes your side, though.” 

“Yeah. Probably because he actually likes me.” 

Molly stopped. Her face scrunched and pouted. The words had 
done more damage than Lori intended. Her sister had so much she 
wanted to say, but her planned speech crashed against her closed mouth 
like a dam. She looked down at her boots, turned, and left, stepping 
back out through the portal the way she came. For a second she almost 
looked back like she wanted to say something, but turned away again 
before she even made eye contact. 

The portal closed. 

Lori put her hand on her hips. 

Hmph! Good. 

She turned towards the S’more Dragon, who had been looming 
above the sisters the entire time with an expression of petrified awk- 
wardness. The kind you have when you're at a friend’s house and their 
parents have a bad argument in the next room over. 

“... Well!?” Lori tapped her foot. 

“Oh! Y-yeah, um ... sorry.” The Dragon cleared its throat. “I 
WILL... DEFEAT YOU, KNIGHT! YOULL NEVER... AVENGE 
YOUR... FAMILY?” She gawked at him like an unsatisfied director. 

“Ughck. BLUCK. That’s TERRIBLE!” Lori flopped over like a doll 
that'd been left out in the rain. Then she snapped back up. “Great. Now 
the mood is all shot! Oh. .. just forget it!” 

The Dragon also had something to say, but it never got the chance. 
The Rabbit Knight snapped her fingers and it exploded into a mountain 
of moondust. 

“The evil is defeated,” Lori rolled her eyes and spun a finger like a 
flag in a lazy motion of sarcastic celebration. “Hooray.” 

She folded her arms. 

Ugh. Blugh. 

A whole two hours of setup and play, absolutely wasted. 


She huffed. 

She puffed! 

Stupid Dragon. Stupid szster. She pretended that it was their fault 
that she felt so sour all of a sudden. She pretended that she had never 
really cared about getting revenge on the Dragon in the first place. That 
it didn’t matter. That it was all a fake story anyways and that her family 
was fine. 

She tried to pretend that it was Molly’s fault that her little sister was 
starting to cry as she left. 
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“Ugh ... She ruins EVERYTHING.” 


PROLOGUE - THE INSTRUCTOR 


The STEM building was the crown jewel in Sweet Jazz City’s multi- 
colored skyline. A state-of-the-art research center towering sixty stories 
tall with glass windows polished so meticulously that a person could see 
one side of the building clear through to the other. 

“STEM” didn’t actually stand for anything. It was just a stylization. 
The company originally specialized in agriculture and it made a name 
for itself by developing strains of fruits that could be grown in almost 
any climate, which was a valuable innovation in a country with so much 
permafrost. The STEM building itself dedicated more than 70% of its 
floorspace to vertical farming and its massive indoor orchards yielded 
crops year-round. 

The company began rapidly expanding a few years back and in 
almost no time at all they had become a huge conglomerate. STEM 
seemed to have its hands in a little bit of everything: robotics, fashion, 
entertainment, civil planning, nanomachines, you name it. The STEM 
logo was popping up practically everywhere these days. 

This rapid growth was attributed to the business acumen of the 
company’s current CEO. He was famous for his silver tongue and al- 
ways knowing what to say to make business negotiations go smoothly. 
On top of that, the company had a unique hiring policy: 

They actually prioritized hiring mundies over inscribed. 

In most places, being inscribed was a huge benefit on a job applica- 
tion. After all, if you’re going to pick an intern to brew your coffee then 
you might as well hire the one who can levitate the cup with his mind. 
It’s neat! It’s cool! It’s irreplaceable! Better to be bad at your job than to 
be mundane! 

This mentality was all too commonplace in the business world. But 
STEM was different. 


STEM believed it was important to cultivate a// talents, not just 
inborn ones. The company made a habit of head-hunting the inno- 
vative and intelligent people that society had left behind in favor of 
their inscribed competition. In the current market there were plenty of 
such people, and so the company flourished. This also meant that the 
company had excellent PR among mundie communities, which didn’t 
hurt their sales. 

Of course, it’s more than possible that the reason the company 
operated this way was that the CEO was a mundie himself. 

A valet was waiting for that CEO right now. 

He stood in the sub-basement of the STEM building in an under- 
ground parking garage, leaning against a sleek-looking limousine and 
smoking a cigarette. He’d pulled the car around ten minutes ago for the 
usual weekly appointment, but his boss still wasn’t there. 

The valet exhaled a stream of smoke and stared at the set of elevators 
against the wall. One of those elevators—the one that required a key— 
went straight up to the CEO’s penthouse. 

He’s probably popping champagne tn his private pool or something and 
forgot what day it was, the valet thought, sighing smoke. . .. Lucky jerk. 

The valet hated this part of the job. It felt like a waste of time. He 
wasn’t even here to drive the man anywhere. The CEO had his own 
private chauffeur for that. Because of course he did. No, all the valet 
was there to do was pull the car around. He rolled his eyes and groaned 
internally. He was going to miss out on his break at this rate. . . . 

About a minute later, the lights on the private elevator’s display 
clicked on. 

60. 

59. 

58. 

55. 

51. 

42. 


30. 

19. 

5. 

The numbers were going down fast. 

Too fast. 

Almost like the elevator was falling or something. 

The elevator hit “B3” with a somewhat audible thud and a crackle. 
For a moment the valet was worried that the cable had snapped or 
something, but the doors swung open, same as usual, and out skipped 
a woman. 

“Come ON, slowpoke! We’re gonna be LATE!” 

The girl trotted over to the limo, turning circles mid-hop to check if 
the slowpoke in question was following her. She was wearing the smart- 
looking, sterile white uniform typical of STEM employees along with a 
matching driver’s cap. Slowpoke, for his part, teetered out of the eleva- 
tor on unsteady legs like he was seasick and had just fallen off a boat. 

“C-coming ...” he croaked. 

He wobbled towards the limo like a newborn deer. His face was 
deathly pale and he looked nearly ready to topple over. As he passed the 
valet he offered him a weak smile and an apologetic nod. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting...” 

“Hurry up and get in!” The chauffeur tapped her foot at rapid speed 
and spoke to her boss in a manner that should absolutely have gotten 
her fired. She swung open the car door and slipped in, slamming on the 
horn immediately. BEEP BEEP. 

“C’mon Naven!” 

Naven Nuknuk. 

The CEO of STEM. 

The valet had dropped the limo off a dozen times before, but no 
matter how many times he saw him he just couldn’t help but be un- 
impressed by this man. 

The CEO of a multinational conglomerate, world-renowned for his 
business savvy and a major mover and shaker in the financial world. 
When people picture that kind of person in their head they usually 


imagine a fat cat in a $5000 suit smoking a cigar from the top of a 
high-rise with a personal vending machine serving them drinks. 

That image couldn’t be further from the truth. 

Naven was a pale man of underwhelming height who wore argyle 
sweater vests, white gloves, and little shoulder capes. The sort of ensem- 
ble a weird theater kid might wear to a doomed first date. He had a 
mop of bizarre hair the color of a neon green highlighter and there was 
always a meek, apologetic smile on his face. His eyes were squinted shut 
like a harlequin doll staring into the sun. 

Tabloids often speculated about what the elusive CEO was really 
like. He was infamous for almost never meeting with more than one 
business partner at a time in person, opting instead for video calls on a 
private line. He never showed up to press conferences either. The media 
treated him like some kind of “man of mystery,” but the truth was that 
the guy was just sickly. He constantly had headaches and shied away 
from people, even those who worked for him. 

The only ones who ever seemed to spend any real time with him were 
his endlessly rotating parade of chauffeurs. The valet almost never saw 
the same one twice. It was always a woman, though, and always about 
the same build. Today’s model was some gothy-looking chick who had 
ebony black hair with purple streaks in it. She was ruder than most of 
Naven’s girls, but not by much. They were always pretty outspoken, 
and always pretty. 

The tabloids had noticed this as well. 

They'd snapped a few pictures of him with different drivers and 
collaged them into a cover page. “STEM CEO: BUSINESSMAN AND 
... WOMANIZER?!” it screamed in an accusatory yellow font. There 
wasn’t any concrete evidence to support this besides the photos, but it 
was hard to prove a negative so the public had latched onto it. As had 
some of STEM’s employees. 

“Lucky jerk,” the valet thought again, casting a sidelong glance at the 
chauffeur. “I guess girls really do chase after guys with lots of cash. Even 
guys like this.” He stared at the man trundling out of the elevator. 


Naven wasn’t exactly gly or anything, but he was the kind of guy 
you could squeeze out of a tube of toothpaste. The man had the con- 
stitution of a wet sock. 

“See you next week!” said the wet sock, looking about fifteen seconds 
away from throwing up. 

The valet nodded and watched as Naven let himself into the back- 
seat of the limo. The instant the door was closed the chauffeur took off 
like a rocket, wheels screeching around the bend and out of sight. 

Jeez. None of his girls can drive, either. 
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The valet wasn’t wrong, the chauffeur’s driving was nightmarish. 
The limo whizzed through the city like a torpedo. It was lightning fast 
and erratic, yet somehow completely accurate, like a bullet train zipping 
through a marshalling yard or a dollar bill on a fishing line. The driver 
grinned. 

“If we keep running late like this we’re going to get arrested, you 
know~!” She said it in a sing-songy way that dripped with a concerning 
amount of excitement. 

“You didn’t have to override the elevator,” Naven sighed. His stom- 
ach was still doing flips. 

“Sure I did!” she laughed. “You said these classes were too important 
to be late for and that your work was too important to skip! So, the only 
thing left to cut out is the transit time! Whoop!” The limo whipped 
around a corner and shot through a back alley to avoid a traffic jam. 
Dubiously legal at best. “It wouldn’t be a problem if you weren’t so 
slow. Slowpoke. Slowpolka dot. Band that only plays slowpolka music.” 

Naven sighed again. 

The reason he was running late today was because of the museum 
robbery last week. His organization had several investments in that 
museum. The unexpected break-in had really thrown a wrench in 
things and now his subordinates were all scrambling to reschedule. He 
couldn’t just leave them in the lurch like that! 


Naven always ran himself ragged trying to help other people. It was 
one of the many reasons he seemed so exhausted all of the time. Naven 
was the kind of person who would adopt every stray on the street if 
nobody was around to stop him. His coworkers made fun of him for 
it—the girl in the driver’s seat especially. All told, he sort of deserved the 
hazing. Naven didn’t have the time or energy to take on more work, but 
still, he couldn’t help himself. The man was fatally empathetic. 

A few months back he’d gone out on an errand and by the time 
he came home he’d somehow agreed to start giving speech classes to 
a young girl that he had literally just met. She needed help learning 
to communicate, and interpersonal communication was his specialty! 
How could he zot help? How could he say no when she asked if her 
friends could join the class as well? The same part of him that wanted to 
help the mundies of the world made it impossible to turn his back on a 
group of children in need of his assistance. 

Sure, it was hard to come up with a lesson plan in addition to all of 
the business meetings and side projects his organization took on, but he 
couldn’t stop now! The students had come a long way and one of them 
in particular was showing a lot of potential! 

Suddenly—far too suddenly—the car came to an abrupt halt. The 
outside of the vehicle lurched, but the interior and its occupants 
stayed perfectly still, as if they had anticipated this sort of driving and 
installed gyroscopic hydraulics. The chauffeur stuck her feet up on the 
dashboard. 

“Ding! Here we are, right on time.” 

The limousine had pulled up next to the Blyndeff Toy Emporium. 
Naven popped open the door and daintily stepped out of the car. 

“You sure you don’t want to come?” He gave her a playful smile, 
knowing full well she wouldn’t be interested. He pushed up his glasses. 
“You're supposed to be my bodyguard, after all.” 

“Oh please!” the chauffeur snorted, rolling up the window. 


“What could possibly happen at a boring old speech class?” 


Wer 
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CHAPTER 1 


Fish Out of Water 


With their encounter in the alleyway behind them, the three girls 
dusted themselves off, transferred Molly’s homework assignments into 
her backpack, and set off for their original destination: the beach! 

As Molly’s best friends, Trixie and Phoenica had assigned themselves 
two very important Best Friend Jobs: the first was to deliver her daily 
schoolwork to her. The second was to make what little free time Molly 
DID have as fun as possible. On days where Molly wasn’t at school the 
other two would spend recess brainstorming places to go and 
things to do. 

Today was Trixie’s suggestion. 

Last night there had been a huge storm out over the ocean and the 
currents had washed a bunch of interesting things up onto the beach, 
including a bunch of sea creatures called dunce cap nudibranchs. Dunce 
caps, for short! 

They were squiggly little critters that looked like a snail without its 
shell on, squishy and star-shaped with a blue and white rim. Because 
they had no shells, the nudibranchs would scuttle around the sea- 
floor and pick up any wayward object that they could find to wear 
as a protective “hat.” Unfortunately, the nudibranchs were blind, so 
they didn’t have much of a fashion sense. Dunce caps could be found 
wearing anything from a plastic cup to an entire pool noodle on their 
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head. The animal was only about the size of a clementine, but they had 
surprisingly strong suction cups and could carry hats many times their 
own size and weight. 

The problem was that they weren’t very good swimmers, which 
meant that their heavy hats would often send them tumbling through 
the currents. If a dunce cap was washed up on the shore, it might be too 
top-heavy to squiggle its way back into the sea, hence their somewhat 
insulting name. 

It was common courtesy for beachgoers to pick up any dunce caps 
they saw trapped in the sand and toss them back into the water. The 
morning crowd had swept through and recovered most of them, but 
new dunce caps were washing up all the time. The beach was littered 
with flotsam and jetsam. If a person squinted they could see some of 
them wiggling every now and then; the tell-tale sign of a nudibranch’s 
hat. 

Trixie put one floppy-sleeved hand over her single visible eye and 
scanned the beach like a little pink periscope. 

“Shake a leg, troops!” she said. “We’re on nudi-duty! Until we get 
rid o' these nudibranchs this is . . . a nude-t-beach.” Trixie delivered her 
joke with a tiny little goblin smile. Phoenica stared at her with a big, 
offended, open-mouthed codfish expression as though Trixie had just 
told the dirtiest joke in the world, but Molly snickered a little. Victory! 
Trixie’s goblin smile promoted itself to a hobgoblin smile. Molly de- 
served to laugh. She’d had a rough week. 

A few days ago their school had a field trip at the Sweet Jazz 
Museum. It was mostly super boring, especially because the trio had 
all been assigned to different tour groups. Molly’s dad was chaperoning 
her tour group, and apparently after the tour ended he had forgotten her 
at the museum somehow. 

Afterwards a bunch of people broke into the museum! It was a big 
story on the news, even! Molly didn’t know because her family didn’t 
own a TV, but everybody at school certainly did. They swarmed her 
with questions the minute she walked through the door. 
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“What were the bad guys like?” 

“Did they have any epithets?” 

“Did anything explode!?” 

Molly was real shy and hated being the center of attention, but she 
mentioned that the bad guys hadn’t really seemed all that bad in the 
end. She even said that she’d helped the lady who tried to steal her 
powers before they took her to jail! 

Trixie thought that was crazy. 

Trixie thought that lady sounded like a jerk and Molly should’ve 
punched her. 

That was Molly’s problem. She took way too much guff! If Molly 
were a doll she'd be fluff-’n’-stuffed with guff. Trixie had never been in 
a fight, but she NEVER took any guff. She was a verified no-guff-taker. 
100% allergic to guff. Yes-siree-bob. 

Molly stayed inside during recess that day to avoid the questions 
from the rest of her class, but she told Trixie and Feenie most of what 
happened, mostly about how she had teamed up with a Banzai Blaster 
who helped her. Molly described him as “a nice guy once he simmered 
down.” She wouldn’t give his name or epithet though, she just called 
him “Boss.” Trixie thought that keeping his identity on the down-low 
was the right move. Snitches get stitches. 

Feenie was much more interested in the other boy who had helped 
Molly. Some kind of kid doctor who could make sheep? Phoenica was 
obsessed with sheep, maybe even more so than Molly was with bears. 
After Molly told Phoenica about the sheep boy she purchased a giant, 
bedazzled binder and immediately began planning their wedding inside 
of it. This was not the first time she had done this. 

Strangely, being assaulted at a museum wasn’t the low point of 
Molly’s week. She was actually in high spirits until a few days later when 
her stupid older sister said something stupid again and made her cry. 
Feenie and Trixie were up all night consoling her through texts. 

Molly’s sister was the worst and they hated her terribly. Even 
Phoenica, who liked almost everybody, was curt with her. 
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But none of that mattered right now! 

Trixie had brought some secret weapons to the beach today, and 
they were sure to brighten Molly’s spirits! She produced them from her 
scrappy green backpack. 

“OK! Here’s the score!” Trixie scrambled. “We’re gonna chuck some 
critters back into the sea! And I’ve brought some special prizes for the 
best critter-chucker.” She held the prizes in the air. “First up, who- 
ever finds the critter with the weirdest or funniest thing a-stuck to it’s 
back gets this candy-flavored lip balm!” Phoenica oohed and clapped. 
Trixie had not told her about the prize idea, so this was a surprise for 
her as well. 

“What flavor?” asked Molly . 

“Apple cinnamon.” 

“Oh that’s pretty good,” her eyes widened. 

Trixie mentally pumped her fist. She knew apple-cinnamon was 

Molly’s favorite. Well, second favorite. The corner store didn’t sell raisin 
lip balm. They weren’t trying to murder children with gross grown-up 
flavors. Molly was all about the grown-up flavors, though. Most of her 
dad’s pantry was candy. Fun when you go over to visit! Not fun to 
have every night for dinner. Trixie held up her second prize, which she 
personally thought was the better of the two. 

“We also have ... this! For the person who saves the MOST 
critters . . . a special, top-of-the-line potion!” Trixie lifted up a plastic 
sports drink bottle. The label had been ripped off and replaced with a 
piece of duct tape that had a skull and crossbones drawn on in silver 
permanent marker. Something purple and opaque swirled around in- 
side and oozed out from underneath the cap. Phoenica frowned. 

“Is that another one of those icky things that you and Rex concoct 
in your kitchen?” Trixie nodded proudly. She and her twin brother 
would take random stuff from their kitchen cabinets and mix it with 
bugs and dirt and junk from behind their house to brew different 
“potions”. Results were mixed. “. . . Is this one a/so made of perfume 


and ketchup?” 
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“No, that was a potion of Stinky.” Trixie put her hands on her hips 
proudly. “That’s totally different. For that recipe you gather up a bunch 
of things that smell good and then stir it backwards. That takes all the 
good-smelling magic and turns it into bad-smelling magic!” 

“How do you stir something backwards?” Molly asked. 

“You hold the spoon upside-down,” Trixie demonstrated with an 
invisible stir. 

Phoenica put her hands on her hips. “I fail to see how ketchup 
qualifies as “good-smelling.” 

“Ketchup smells good.” Trixie said matter-of-factly, as though it was 
the most obvious thing in the world. 

“Uh, okay ...” Molly tapped the bottle. “So what’s in this potion?” 

“Grape jelly, lemonade, pine needles . . . aaaaand hot sauce!” Trixie 
held the potion aloft like she had just picked it up in a video game. The 
juices inside wobbled uncomfortably and it looked ready to spill at any 
second. “Oh! And ladybug blood.” 

Phoenica let out a horrified gasp. “You squished a bunch of poor 
little ladybugs?!” 

“No! You just poke ‘em and they squirt blood on you.” 

“That isn’t blood!” Feenie asserted. 

“Uh, yes it is?” 

“No it isn’t!” 

“Vest ts.” 

“No it isn't!!!” 

“Oh yeah?” Trixie crossed her sleeves, “Well then, Miss Ladybug 
Expert, what is it?” 

Feenie froze. She quickly searched her brain for what she thought it 
might be and seemed embarrassed by what she found. She was silent for 
a moment. Then, in an extremely small voice, as if she were confessing a 
deep, dark secret, she said: 
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Trixie burst out laughing. 

“N-no fair!” Feenie flailed, “You tricked me into saying a swear!” 

“PEE ISN’T A SWEAR” Trixie wheezed. 

“Yes it is!!! You tricked me into saying the p-word!” 

“You can’t censor the word pee by calling it ‘the p-word’, you’re 
literally saying ‘pee’!” 

The two of them tussled uselessly like kittens while Molly quickly 
did an internet search on her phone in the background. 

“Oh, what? It IS ladybug blood!” The other two gathered around 
her phone to confirm. It was true. There were real science articles from 
real scientist-types calling the gross orangey stuff that ladybugs squirt 
out “blood”. Apparently they use it to protect from predators. 

“That’s a little weird,” said Molly. 

“That’s a lottle weird,” said Feenie. 

“Axolotl weird,” said Trixie. 

“So...” Molly cocked her head. “What does your ladyblood 
potion do?” 

“Oh! It’s a potion of Go Away! If you throw it at someone, they 
leave you alone!” 
Trixie assured. “We tested.” 

“I want the lip balm,” Molly pointed. 


Molly and Feenie exchanged a glance. “It works,” 


“Me too,” said Feenie. 

“WOW okay. Well if you guys want to be RUDIE PATOOTIES 
about it, that’s fine. More for me. Anyways, the person who finds the 
weirdest dunce cap nudie hat gets the lip balm. Game starts in. . . 
three-two-one-GOl!!” Trixie spat the countdown out in one breath and 
sprinted off onto the beach, digging for nudibranchs and immediately 
chucking them back into the sea. “One! Two! Three! Four!” 

“H-hold on! No fair!” Feenie trotted after her and Molly followed 
behind. Trixie zipped between beach junk a few steps ahead of them, 
determined to win her own potion back. The other two girls were 
only interested in the lip balm so they took a much gentler approach. 
They would separate to hunt for individual dunce caps, then once 
each of them had found an interesting one they would compare their 
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nudibranchs and decide whether or not the thing on its head qualified 
as “funny” or “weird.” If it qualified as “funny” then they would snap 
a photo as proof before gently placing it back in the water. Phoenica 
was currently in the lead after finding a piece of sea glass that had two 
nudibranchs stuck on either side of it that would try to scuttle away 
whether it was right-side-up or up-side-down. 

After securing a safe lead in the nudibranch count, Trixie looped 
back to join the others and they combed the beach as a trio. Trixie 
hadn’t found any funny nudibranchs, but she did bring back a col- 
lection of tiny multicolored starfish. She held them in front of her head 
like they were hair ornaments. 

“Hey. Look at me. I’m Molly.” 

Molly snickered and put her hands up the same way Trixie did. 

“Me too.” 

It was extremely dumb and extraordinarily unfunny, so of course 
they both laughed way too hard at it. The girls split up again in search 
of a new round of nudibranchs. Trixie and Feenie paired off and almost 
immediately they found a very silly nudibranch that was stuck in the 
opening of a beer bottle. It actually looked sort of like a squiggly bottle- 
cap! They decided that this qualified as funny. Feenie took a picture of 
it on her phone as proof and they spent a few minutes trying to get the 
little guy unstuck so they could return him to the sea. Just after they 
put him back in the water, Molly called out to them. 

“Uh. Guys?” 

“Did you find something weird?” Trixie called back. 

“_.. Kinda.” 

Trixie and Feenie trotted over, excited to see what Molly had found. 


Molly had found a dead body. 


Or at least, that’s what it appeared to be. 

The man was lying face-down in the sand. The most noticeable 
thing about the body (aside from it appearing dead) was its bizarre hair. 
It was a deep, neon purple with bright-red strands coming out from a 
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part in the top like seaweed, almost as though some sort of poisonous, 
deep sea creature was nestling on his head. 

“A-Are you sure he’s dead?” Phoenica shivered. 

Molly fiddled her boots together. “I dunno...” 

“Well? Did you ask?” 

Molly looked down at the body. 

“He didn’t say.” 

“Neat!” Trixie smiled. “I call the brain.” 

“HA HA I CALL THE POLICE!” Phoenica whipped out her 
phone so fast that it almost flew into the water. Trixie put her sweater 
flipper on Feenie’s shoulder. 

“Hang on.” 

“Why?” 

“We should see if he has any stuff first. Like a wallet. Or a brain.” 
Trixie ignored Feenie’s good-natured protests and leaned down to in- 
spect the corpse. She picked up a nearby stick and lifted up the edge of 
the body to inspect it like a mechanic checking under a car. There were 
a number of nudibranchs stuck to the man’s underside attempting to 
use him as a hat. 

“Well. I did say “Weirdest or Funniest’,” Trixie sighed. She handed 
the lip balm up to Molly without looking. “You win.” 

Suddenly, the body sputtered to life like an old lawnmower, cough- 
ing loudly. A nudibranch shot out of its windpipe and fell back 
into the sea. It shouted at them. 

“Wugh-hu-BAHH!!! “WIN’?!” 

All three girls screamed. 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!” 

The body screamed back. 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!” 

“A zombie!” shrieked Phoenica. The body flipped around to look 
behind itself. 

“ZOMBIE?! Where?!” It tossed out a hand as if throwing a tennis 
ball. Molly was the only one who noticed but, for just a second, 
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something like a little black string appeared from the body’s hand. 
Then, it vanished like ink dissipating in sea water, disappearing as 
quickly as it came. The body looked at its palm. “... Hmm!” exclaimed 
the body. “That’s not good!” 

“This guy’s not a zombie,” Trixie shrugged. “Too much skin. He’s 
clearly some kind of squid vampire. A squidpire. Or MAYBE a baby 
cthulhu.” 

“Aha, I am afraid you are mistaken!” the man stood up, “I am no 
undead creature! I am a famous and powerful WIZARD! Behold~!” 

The “wizard” turned and cast his hand out towards the sea dramat- 
ically over and over again as though he were flinging a series of invisible 
frisbees. He grunted loudly with each toss. If any spells were happening, 
the girls couldn’t see them. 

They stared at the man. 

He was about twenty-something years old, which to a group of 
twelve-year-olds was the same as being forty. The self-proclaimed wizard 
had a dusky complexion with an undertone of ash coloring in his skin 
as well as a pair of jet-black sunglasses atop his pointed nose. He wore a 
purple jacket that might have looked snazzy once, but now it was dulled 
and criss-crossed with patches, including a heart-shape patch over his 
right breast (the wrong side). The ramshackle jacket combined with the 
red fingerless gloves he wore gave him the appearance of a drifter or 
some strange purple hobo who might travel by boxcar. They wouldn’t 
be all that surprised to see a bindle wash up on shore next to him. 

“Well!” he turned back to them, “It seems that my magic is in less 
than top form today! Must be some kind of surface interference from 
the surface world.” Phoenica’s eyes lit up. She stepped out from behind 
the safety of her friends. 

“Magic?” she chirped? “You say that you’re magic?” 

“Of COURSE [Pm magic! What kind of self-respecting wizard 
isn’t?” He flicked some seaweed off of his face. 

“Then this is most fortuitous indeed!” Phoenica trotted in front 
of the other girls and curtsied, her fear evaporating into the salty air. 
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“I am Phoenica Fleecity XV, of the Fleecity lineage! Perhaps you have 
heard of us?” 

“No!” the wizard grinned. Phoenica seemed unbothered by this and 
politely returned his smile. 

“Well, my family has been around since ancient times. Every few 
generations we are fated to do battle with an ancient witch, and the only 
way we can defeat her is by bringing together a group of magical girls! 
I have currently assembled three magical girls, and am on the lookout 
for two more! If we cannot find them, then it may be the end of the 
world! Would you and/or someone you know be interested?” 

“Magical girls, you say~?” The wizard looked over the trio with 
renewed interest. His eyes danced behind his sunglasses. The lenses were 
inky-black, but somehow his eyes themselves shone brightly through 
the darkness, like a candle in a tunnel, or a demon watching you sleep 
from some hidden corner of your room. “Do you have any . . . special 
powers?” 

“I can make neato potions,” Trixie offered. 

“Yes but those aren’t real,” Phoenica stepped in front of her. “So 
more magical girls would REALLY be appreciated!!!” 

“Hey, my potions are too real! And you can’t do magic either so 
what do you know?” 

“W-well!” Phoenica stammered, “I may not be magic exactly! B-but 
that’s okay! You don’t need to be magic to be a magical girl!” 

“You, by definition, do,” Trixie frowned. 

“NO! Not true! T-Technically! Real magical girl powers only mani- 
fest when the time truly calls for it! The time just . . . hasn’t called for 
it yet, that’s all! The most important requirement is that you are pure of 
heart~x!\” She turned to the wizard. “Would you consider yourself to 
be pure of heart?” 

“HA!” he barked. 

There was an extremely long, awkward pause. The wizard grinned at 
them silently like a glitched character in a video game. Face unmoving, 
eyes unblinking. Molly was the one to break the silence. She had been 
hanging in the back watching this strange man like a hawk from the 
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beginning. He was weird and way too friendly and probably like forty 
years old. Gross! This was exactly the kind of person Ztreet Smartz for 
Kidz had warned them about! She grabbed her friends by the hand and 
began dragging them away from the beach. 

“Uh... sorry! We have a class, so we have to go now! Bye!” 

“Wait!” the wizard called, “Hold on a moment there!” His lanky 
stride caught up to them almost immediately. “If we are indeed both 
magic, then it would be best for us to stay in touch... don’t you think?” 

“That makes sense to me!” Feenie beamed. 

“Feente.” Molly hissed. 

“VERY WELL!” the stranger bellowed. “My name is RICK 
SHADES. Would you like to . . .” He extended his gloved hand to 
Phoenica. “.. . Be my friend?” Something was wrong about the way he 
held out his arm. It had an unusual weight to it, as if it was in traveling 
slow motion. Like a car in bullet time just before an accident. 

“Hmm...” Feenie deliberated. “Okay!” 

“Feente!” 

Molly reached out to stop her, but it was too late. 

The moment that Phoenica grabbed the wizard’s hand the sky tore 
open like blue construction paper. 

Beyond the sky was nothing. 

Nothing after nothing came bursting out. 

With a crack and a bang a bolt of pure black lightning speared down, 
striking their handshake in a flash of coal-dark light. Black electricity 
crackled across their fingertips, dancing like spider legs until it spun 
itself together into a single string. The string wriggled and writhed . . 
. then, all of a sudden, stretched out as taut as an arrow! One end of 
the arrow shot out and pierced through Phoenica’s heart. The other end 
speared the wizard’s chest as an elated smile broke across his face like 
a fissure in the earth. His eyes turned as black as his sunglasses. They 
glowed as he flung his head back, cackling like a maniac in triumph. 
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“The pact 1s SEALED! Abbhbh ha ha ha ha ha!!! AAAAAAAAAH 
HA HA HA HA HAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA—” 


“Anyways, it’s nice to meet you,” he smiled. 


Blink. 

The world was back to normal. 

The sky was a beautiful, clear blue. Distant cheerful families could 
be heard laughing upwind on the beach. The wizard’s eyes weren’t 
glowing anymore and Phoenica no longer had a charcoal spear through 
her tiny chest. 

... What? 

Did that actually just happen? 

“Now!” said the wizard, removing his hand from Phoenica and 
pointing it towards the others, “... Who else wants to be friends?” 

Molly and Trixie both took a step back in unison, dragging Feenie 
along with them like a ragdoll. 

“F-Feenie? Are you okay?” Molly stammered. 

“Why, she’s more than okay!” the wizard grinned. “She has a new 
friend! Me! Rick Shades! Wizard extraordinaire!” 

“What'd you do to her!?” Trixie demanded. 

“Why, nothing at all! She just helped me regain a little bit of my 
magic!” He lifted his finger and it crackled with black lightning, making 
a noise like static from an old television set. It was the same inky string 
of magic Molly had briefly spotted before, but larger this time. More 
erratic and wild. “After all! That’s what friends are for!” 

“Did you steal her magic away?” Molly frowned. 

“I had magic to steal?” Phoenica blinked. “So I AM a magical girl? 
Magical girl confirmed?!” 

“Oh no, no! Nothing like that! Seeing as we are bosom companions, 
I suppose I can tell you how this works! My epithet ... is 
yeSOULMATES! x” A crackle of black lightning echoed behind him 
to accentuate his reveal. 

“Oh goodness!” Phoenica blushed. “We’re soulmates now?” 


14 - BRENDAN BLABER 


“Yeeees!” 

“My! And here I spent my entire evening working late into the night 
decorating that new marriage binder for the museum Sheep Boy!... Oh 
well. If it’s a wizard husband that fate hands me, then a wizard husband 
I shall have!” Trixie wrinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue. 

“Feenie, ew. He’s like forty.” 

“Haha okay WOW and also OUCH,” Rick said. “First of all, I am 
a dashing young guppy of but twenty years. SECOND, my power has 
nothing to do with romantic soulmates! It simply means that I keep my 
mates in my soul. I carry my friends with me in my heart . . . /iterally. 
Here! Let me show you! Phoenica... my BEST surface friend. Tell me, 
what can you do?” 

“Hmm...” Feenie tapped her chin in thought. 

Molly leaned in to whisper. “Feenie! Don’t tell him stuff about you! 
Remember what Zzreet Smartz for Kidz taught us!” 

“But Ztreet Smartz only warned us about ztrangers! Mr. Rick is no 
ztranger. He’s my zfriend! We lightninged about it!” 

“YES!!! TAM A FRIEND!!!” Rick screamed. “TRUST ME!!!” 

“Okay!” Feenie smiled. “Well. I don’t mean to brag, but I am quite 
adept at schoolwork.” 

“Schoolwork! Yesssss!” He leaned over to them. “What is that?” 

Molly tilted her head like a puppy. “You don’t know what school- 
work is?” 

“Lucky .. .” Trixie grumbled. Phoenica opened her backpack and 
produced some of that night's homework along with an erasable pen. 
She handed them to Rick. 

“Like these! This is language arts homework. There are a number 
of example sentences here. You’re supposed to circle all the words with 
spelling or grammar mistakes!” 

“Ah, yes ... schoolwork. On my own this challenge for “sev-enth 
grad-ers’ may prove too much for me ... but with the power of 
ye SOULMATES x anything is possible!” 

A staticy noise filled the air. Black, glowing light leaked out from 
behind the heart-shaped patch on Rick’s jacket and a matching black 
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heart appeared on Phoenica’s chest. Rick's eyes blanked out and roared 
with an unholy fire. He picked up the pen and—as if in a trance— 
began writing with a knowledge that was not his own... 

“T before E. . . except after C... or when sounding like ‘A’ as in 
NEIGHBOR or WEIGH’? He cackled maniacally. A terrible, roaring 
cackle! “AHHH HA HA HA HA HAAA! Yes... YEEEES!” 

The homework was utterly defeated. 


It never stood a chance. 

“Wait a moment,” Phoenica gasped, “You’re using someone else’s 
knowledge to do your homework? That’s . . . that’s cheating!” 

“It’s not cheating. You're helping me! Whatever my friends can do, 
Ican do! That’s the power of friendship.” He said the word “friendship” 
as though it were a poison that he had slipped in someone’s else’s drink. 

“No!” she protested. “If you are indeed a cheater-cheater-pumpkin- 
eater, Rick Shades, then I am afraid that I. . . I cannot be friends 
with you!” 

“WHAT?! NOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!” 

Thunder clapped and roared! The black string that bound Phoenica 
and Rick by the heart appeared again. It quivered ... and then shattered 
like so many pieces of glass. Rick fell to his knees, shaking like a wet 
puppy. “My ... my knowledge!... It’s... it’s gone...” 

“Wait.” Trixie lowered her eyelid. “Your weakness is people not being 

friends with you?” Rick began to cry big dumb tears into the sand. 

“Aww...” Molly said. “He’s a loser.” 

Trixie squinted. “I think we should throw this one back in the 
ocean.” 

“P-please!” weeped certified weenie Rick Shades, “I can’t go back. . 
. Lused to have so many friends. . . . I used to be so POWERFUL! But 
now...now I’m NOTHING. .. I’m just a poor wizard with no magic 
left to his name. .. .” 

“Oh, you poor dear!” Feenie appeared at his side and patted his back. 
Tears were as contagious as a yawn for Phoenica and they were stream- 
ing down her cheeks in instant waterfalls. “If you promise me that you 
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will reform your pumpkin-eating ways, then I would be honored to be 
your friend Rick Shades.” 

“Phoenica!” he cried, “My oldest and dearest companion! Thank 
you! I promise to never cheat on homework for a 7th grader again!” 

“That’s all I wanted to hear!” 

They both wept like idiots and hugged as a black spear re-pierced 
their hearts, forging their bond anew. Rick stood up and dusted the 
sand off of his dirty hobo pants. “Now! Are either of you two feeling 
generous enough to be frien-erous?” Trixie hissed at him like an alley 
cat. “Come now, don’t be that way! I’ve told you all about my powers, 
so why don’t you tell me all of yours? In explicit detail!” 

“Well,” Phoenica offered, “Only one of us has an epithet—” 

“—and we've not going to tell you who it ts,” Molly interrupted, using 
her powers to mute Feenie before she could ruin everything. 

“Hmm!” Rick grinned. “No matter! I plan to be friends with ad/ 
of you, soon enough. Ah ha ha haha... AHHHH HA HA HA HA 
HA HA!!!” His head snapped from maniacal cackle to pleasant chat 


mid-sentence. “Anyways, you said something about a “Winner’?” 

“Huh?” 

“A winner! Win! Winning! Something about winning! That’s what 
you said when I first woke up! Let me prove my worth to you guys! 
Prove that Pm friend-worthy! Who won something? I bet I could win 
it better then they did. ?m very good at winning. Then you will think 
I’m cool.” 

“I think you might need some punch-ups on your friendship 
speeches,” Molly said. 

“Winning’. ..2” Trixie squinted, trying to figure out what this weirdo 
was talking about. “... Oh, you mean the prizes. We were putting these 
nudibranchs that washed up on shore back in the water. Whoever finds 
the weirdest thing and saves the most nudibranchs wins a treat.” 

“A TREAT!?” Rick’s eyes widened like a dog hearing someone 
opening a bag of kibble. “Excellent! I have not eaten in days!” 

“Days?” asked the trio, all at once. 

“Yes!” 
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“Ohhh gosh,” Molly fumbled through her pockets, “Lemme see if I 
have some granola bars or something . . .” They all rammaged through 
their stuff, but nobody had any snacks. Molly juggled the little green 
tube of apple-flavored lip balm in her hands and Rick pointed to it. 

“What is that? Is that the treat?” 

“Huh? Oh. Uh. Yeah. This was the prize. I don’t think you’re 
supposed to eat it though.” Molly turned to Trixie. “You can’t eat lip 
gloss, right?” 

“Ubbh . . . I mean, it’s candy-flavored. Maybe you can eat it? I 
dunno, I might be a potion-ologist but I’m no candies-doctor.” Molly 
turned back to see Rick sprinting around the beach. He was scooping 
up armfuls of nudibranchs and tossing them back in the water at speeds 
even Trixie wasn’t able to match. He was as gentle as possible with the 
nudibranchs, but he was clearly in a huge hurry. After a minute he 
returned to the girls. 

“I have saved 60 of them! Do I win? Am I the winner? Do I get the 
winner's treat?” 

“Uh. So. Again, this is lip balm.” 

“Wow! Feeding me a bomb! Wow! Okay! Okay!!!” Rick shuddered 
with visible worry. Molly removed the cap and screwed the lip balm out 
to show him. 

“No, a balm. Balm. With an L. It’s like lip stuff that you put on 
your lips.” 

“WOW, AMAZING! THANK YOU!” Rick shouted, leaning for- 
ward and biting into the lip balm like it was a popsicle. “MMM! BAD!” 
He was crying again. 

“UHH. NO. NO. DON’T SWALLOW THAT.” 

“TT IS TOO LATE.” 

“UHH. UHHHHHHHHH.” All four of them began shaking in 
fear. Was lip balm poisonous?! They had no idea! Phoenica began 


hurriedly searching for the answer on her phone. Trixie was looking for 
literally ANYTHING in her backpack to eat, but all she had was some 
lint and her goopy purple potion. 
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“Is that a drink?” Rick asked. “I have also had nothing to drink for 
the last three days. Except for salt water! On a related note: I think I 
may be dying!” 

“HhhhHHH. Okay! Okay!!!” Trixie sputtered. “So this . . . has 
lemonade zn zt? But it’s also got hot sauce. And has been sitting in my 
backpack for three days.” 

“I don’t know what any of those things are and I will trust your 
judgement implicitly!” Rick smiled, reaching for the potion with all the 
self-awareness of a dog about to swallow a brownie. 

“No!” the Neo Trio shouted. 

Trixie snagged the bottle back. “That’s a potion of Go Away!” 

“Ah! I see! So the pink one is a witch! Glad you warned me! Wouldn’t 
want my insides to go away, now would I? HA HA HA HA HA HA 
HA HA!” He started a big belly laugh that fired out in bursts, like 


cannon rounds. It was energetic but entirely mirthless and more than 


a little off putting. He stopped laughing very suddenly like a puppet 
who’s puppeteer had severed the strings. 

“Listen to me. We are friends, correct?” 

“M-Maybe?” Molly answered hesitantly. 

“Wonderful! In that case, please, my new friends... 


... Do not let me die.” 


Rick Shades fell face-down on the ground and passed out, resuming 
his state as an unconscious body on the beach. The nudibranchs flocked 
to his side to turn him into a hat while the three little girls ran around 
like chickens, trying their best not to have a full-blown panic attack. 


CHAPTER 2 


Vincent Murder 


Naven sat quietly at a small plastic table in the corner of the Blyndeff 
Toy Emporium, tapping his finger in time with the toy cuckoo clock 
on the wall. It had been almost a half an hour since the chauffeur had 
dropped him off and he was getting worried. It wasn’t like the girls to 
be late. He looked around the toy store again. 

Dusty yellow light streamed through the poster-smacked front win- 
dows and dyed the store in early shades of evening. The shop was small, 
but it was filled with an incredible selection of strange and wonder- 
ful things. There were name-brand products of course—some from 
Naven’s own company, even—but most of the shelves were lined with 
custom-made, one-of-a-kind items dreamed up by Molly’s father. Mas- 
sive toy battleships, intricate dollhouses, complex puppets that danced 
and sang. A whole plastic menagerie. 

That said, even with all the ticking gadgets and bright colors, some- 
thing about the store felt quiet and still. So quiet that someone walking 
through the front door might assume that the place was closed and 
they weren’t supposed to be inside. Browsing the shelves felt a bit like 
walking through a painting that someone else had left on an easel. At 
first glance it was picturesque, but there was one glaring strangeness 
about it: 


A sphere. 
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A big, white, circular blotch of paint that someone had spilled onto 
the artwork. Behind the cash register was a giant pearl, floating uncom- 
fortably in midair like a pupil-less eyeball. 

Naven heard a tiny rattling sound from the back of the room. 

A young, meek-looking man with spectacles wandered out from 
the far aisle of the store. He briefly made eye contact with Naven and 
then quickly looked away, ducking back behind the shelf. The boy had 
grabbed a small pack of trading cards right after entering the store and 
spent the last ten minutes waiting around while aimlessly wandering 
the shelves. It was obvious that he was killing time hoping that some 
employee might finally come out to the register and help him check 
out. Or at least explain what was up with the sphere. Naven decided to 
throw him a bone. 

“I can ring you up, if you’re ready?” 

“Q-oh!” the boy started. “Yeah, that'd be great. S-sorry . . . I wasn’t 
sure if you worked here or not.” 

Naven smiled. “I don’t usually work the register. I run classes here in 
the afternoons.” 

“Classes?” 

“Interpersonal communication. Oh, speech classes,” he clarified. 
“They’re casual, so I don’t have to wear a uniform or anything.” 

The boy looked him up and down. Even without a uniform, Naven 
seemed to fit in anyways. His colorful sweater vest and shoulder cape 
were as bright as a pair of green stained-glass windows and his easy 
smile looked like something you might see drawn onto a harlequin 
doll. Naven clicked away at the brightly-colored keys of the novelty toy 
register. They sang with individual music notes like a toy piano. 

“One pack of Horizontal Pilot Command cards. That'll be $6.50.” 
Naven reached out a hand for the money and popped open the register 
with a melodic ding! “That’s a pretty popular game these days.” 

“Yeah ... Do you play?” 

Naven shook his head. He mentioned that some of his friends played 
it though, and that he’d been thinking about giving it a shot. The cus- 
tomer said he should. The boy recommended Naven a few good starter 
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decks and mentioned there was a big tournament coming up. Naven 
said he’d heard about that and that he would be sure to check it out. 

The boy left the store in high spirits. The social awkwardness creep- 
ing on his shoulders just a few moments ago had melted away to noth- 
ing. He'd been hoping to see a friend of his who worked there, but the 
trip had been worth it for the conversation. What a nice man! So nice 
that he’d completely forgotten to ask about the giant sphere hovering 
behind the counter. 

As Naven watched him go, his smile faded. 

... Why arent they back yet? 

Suddenly, the giant pearl behind Naven began to ripple and roil as 
Lorelai Blyndeff poked her head out of it. Every time Naven saw her she 
was decked out in a new costume. Today she was wearing a lilac witch’s 
hat adorned with bunny ears and a cotton ball on the top like a rabbit 
tail. It was very cute! But it definitely wasn’t part of the standard store 
uniform that she was supposed to be wearing for her afternoon shift. 

She crossed her arms. “What’s with all the noise?” 

“You missed a customer,” Naven said. “I had to ring him up for you.” 

“That’s fine!” she scoffed. “As long as you’re here, it’s not a problem, 
right? Nobody even comes into this stupid store anyways. Now keep it 
down! I’m trying to play!” She disappeared back into the dream bubble 
like a child diving under the surface of a pool. 

Naven frowned. He wasn’t sure that he’d be able to fulfill her request. 
Speech classes do tend to be fairly vocal. He'd planned a fun activity for 
today ... Or at least, be thought it was fun! His students would each 
pick a song that they liked and then then speak it aloud without the 
melody, as though the lyrics were normal words in a conversation. The 
exercise was designed to help them explore different inflections and to 
think about different ways to utilize sentence structure. It was likely to 
make a fair bit of noise. 

That is, if his students ever showed up. 

Naven checked his phone. No new messages. 

Molly, ever the little secretary, had sent him an email this morning 
to let Naven know she and her friends would be going to the beach 
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and that they might be a little late coming back depending on the bus 
schedule. Even so, it was 20 minutes past their start time. That was 
concerning. 

What Lorelai said wasn’t entirely wrong. Not a lot of people came 
to the Blyndeff toy store. The building was located in the inner city in 
a fairly rough neighborhood. An average parent wouldn’t be too keen 
on bringing their kids to this part of town just so they could browse a 
collection of expensive toys. It was a bad location, but it was the only 
place the Blyndeffs could afford to move to after their first store burned 
down two years prior. 

Just as Naven started to assume the worst, the shopkeeper’s bell jin- 
gled again. His three students walked in through the door, carrying... 

... a body?! 

Well. He had to admit, if something criminal had happened on their 
way home he certainly wasn’t expecting the perpetrators to be the trio 
of twelve-year-old girls. 

“Naven! Naven, we need your help!” Molly called. The teacher 
rushed over as they carried Rick’s body to the corner of the room. They 
gently laid him down on top of one of thoses carpets with a top-down 
view of a city printed on it. Molly ran off to the back of the store to 
fetch Rick some water. 

“Girls? Girls, what happened?” 

Trixie and Feenie began squawking at him simultaneously, telling 
completely different accounts of what had happened on the beach. It 
was hard to untangle the story through their squabbling, but Naven 
spoke fluent squabble and seemed to get a sense for it immediately. He 
leaned over to get a look at the man on the floor to check if he was still 
breathing. 

Naven’s eyebrows raised when he saw Rick’s face. He put his hand 
on his chin and stared with a complicated expression. The girls couldn’t 
quite read what it was. Maybe they should’ve paid more attention in his 
interpersonal communication classes. 


“What’s wrong?” Feenie asked. 
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“Besides the body part,” Trixie clarified. 

“Oh,” Naven said, caught a bit off guard, which was unusual for 
him. “It’s just strange. This man appears to be Ocean Race. If he came 
from Ocean Country, he must’ve drifted an awfully long way from 
here. He’s lucky to be alive. . . .” 

“Oh! I’m a little bit Ocean Race!” Trixie cheeped, offering this 
information as though it might be helpful somehow. 

“AsamI...” Naven mumbled. 

Each of the different races were named after their native country, 
and each of those countries were named after a different biome: Taiga 
Country, Deepwood Country, Desert Country, Island Country, 
Ocean Country, and Australia. 

With her blonde hair and blue eyes Feenie was about as Taiga race as 
a person could get. Molly was equal parts Taiga and Deepwood. Trixie 
was mostly Taiga with a little Ocean blood on her mother’s side. 

People with Ocean Race in their veins could be easily identified 
by their brightly-colored hair and striking eyes. If a person’s hair was 
a shade of neon pink, green, purple, or blue, then at least one of 
their ancestors was probably from Ocean Country. This ancestral trait 
remained visible no matter how many generations thinned the blood, 
like warning coloration on a venomous fish. 

Centuries ago the Ocean people had been persecuted for their study 
of spellcraft and twisted magic. In response, their strongest mages used 
their sorcery to craft grand domed cities and retreated to the deepest 
depths of the ocean. Now they lived in a secluded society somewhere at 
the bottom of the sea. Their country had remained strictly isolationist 
to this day, and, as far as the surface-dwellers knew, nobody was allowed 
in or out. All modern knowledge of Ocean Country was deduced from 
the flotsam and jetsam washing up on beaches. Strange pieces of glow- 
ing sea glass and translucent pipes—things that Trixie collected in a box 
under her bed. Scholars knew the general location of Ocean Country, 
but beyond that it was little more than a giant question mark hidden 
deep beneath the waves. 
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Because of this, it was very rare to meet a full-blooded Ocean race 
citizen. Trixie and Phoenica realized that they had never seen one before 
and stared at Rick with renewed interest. 

Molly trotted back into the room carrying some fruit, granola, and a 
bottle of water. Naven reached out a hand and Molly reflexively passed 
him the bottle. He put it to Rick’s lips and slowly poured a bit of water 
in, carefully ensuring that he swallowed it. 

“...Is he gonna die?” Molly asked. 

“No, I don’t think so,” Naven leaned back. “It’s a good thing you 
girls found him when you did. I don’t know how much longer he 
would’ve lasted out on the beach like that. We'll clean him up a bit and 
get him sent straight off to the hospital. You three did a very good job.” 

Molly breathed a sigh of internal relief, thankful for the validation. 
After Rick collapsed Phoenica started to call the police, but Molly 
had stopped her. Calling 911 was obviously the standard reaction to a 
person passing out, but ever since the museum incident last week she’d 
felt uncomfortable around police officers. She was a criminal, after all. 
She was a Banzai Blaster! Er, semi-officially, at least. She hadn’t paid her 
membership fees yet, but she was pretty sure it still counted. Every time 
she saw a cop she was worried they might somehow recognize her and 
want to arrest her, and then who would take care of the toy store? 

Certainly not the man who waltzed into the room backwards at that 
exact moment. 

“Whoaaa! Comin’ through! Beep! Beep! Beep!” 

Molly’s father, Martin, backed into the room in reverse, beeping like 
a dump truck. He was carrying a huge, ornate castle in his arms, carved 
from wood and expertly painted. It was beautiful. The kind of playset 
with a three-digit price tag that would make any parent wince when 
their child asked if they could take it home. Marty pivoted around 
the room, looking for somewhere to set the thing down. He spotted a 
podium that he thought looked absolutely perfect, thoughtlessly kicked 
a large teddy bear off of it, and placed the castle set in its place. He let 
out an appreciative whistle. 
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“Ah! Now ain’t that a sight for sore eyes?” He made a big show 
of dusting off his hands before his brain immediately switched tracks. 
“Man! Iam STARVING!” The man flipped around like there might 
be some food floating behind him and he noticed his daughter’s friends 
standing there for the first time. “Oh! Class is in session, huh? Haha! 
Sorry to interrupt! Hey, that looks good!” Marty leaned down and 
grabbed the bag of granola Molly had meant for Rick right out of 
her hands. 

“H-hey...” 

“Hold on a second!” Phoenica protested, knowing that Molly 
would not. 

“Heya, Frank!” he nodded to Feenie, shoving handfuls of granola 
into his mouth. He turned to Trixie and gave her the double-guns. 
“Dixie!” 

Marty always got their names wrong. It was a joke that he and he 
alone thought was very funny. He upturned the bag of granola and 
drank like it was a beverage. Little crumbs stuck themself into his starry 
blonde beard like backwash pretzel chunks in a bar glass. He patted 
his belly, looked down, and finally noticed the phosphorescent body on 
his floor. 

“Heeeey Navey. What’s this? You teachin’ em CPR on a dummy? 
Now that’s some REALLY interpersonal communication, if ya know 
what I’m sayin’! Heh heh!” He wiggled his eyebrows like awful cat- 
erpillars and made mock kissy noises. Naven smiled at him and wanted 
to die. 

“This is a human man,” he said. 

“Whoaaaa! Gettin’ REAL spicy in class today! Heyooo! Just be sure 
to have her home by eight, okay champ? Heh heh heh!” He playfully 
leaned down to the body and elbowed Rick in the stomach. Rick spat 
out a nudibranch. Lori popped her head out of her bubble and waved a 
magic bunny wand around in anger. 

“I TOLD you guys to be QUIET! .. . Oh. Hey dad.” 

“Heya, sweetie! Check it out!” He gestured his big arms towards the 
castle. “Ta-da 


|” 
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“Oh, yeah,” she blinked. “That’s pretty good.” 

“You said you were into knights and stuff, right? Knights and 
dragon stuff?” 

“Yeah. I’m kinda over knights, though.” 

“Ooh, yeah?” His eyes lit up. “What kinda stuff ya got goin’ on 
now?” 

“Witch stuff.” 

“The stuff in your bubble.” 

“No, witch stuff. Like ... magic. Potions. Witch’s brews.” 

“Obhhh, witch stuff huh? Yeah, okay .. . yeah, yeah, yeah! Alright!” 
Gears began whirring to life in his head as his thoughts changed tracks 
again. He nodded to the guests one by one. “Feefa. Ice Rink. Body.” 
Then he bolted out of the room, like a new idea was about to appear 
somewhere in his workshop and he had to get there in time to catch it 
before it flew away. 

Trixie and Feenie scowled at him. His actions were a surprise to 
exactly no one. Martin Blyndeff lived in his own little world, just in a 
completely different sense from the way Lorelai did. It was a wonder 
the store hadn’t gone under yet. 

Even though Molly worked as hard as she could, the girl was still 
twelve. The only real reason the Blyndeff family was able to put food 
on the table was because of supplementary funds from Phoenica and 
Naven. They tried their best to keep the store afloat, more for Molly’s 
sake than for the sake of the business. That made Molly feel guilty, like 
she needed to be working harder. Like she owed them now. Like it was 
her fault that things were going wrong. 

Naven had reached out to child services for her once. They’d sent 
an agent to investigate, but it was no use. The man had concluded 
the home was perfectly livable. After all, what kind of child wouldn’t 
want to live in a toy store? Molly didn’t show any signs of physical 
injuries, and—while it was maybe a tad unethical to have your kids 
work in your store—it was by no means illegal, so long as they were 
getting an education. Their family floated just above the poverty line 
and the older sister had an epithet that could make food, so there really 
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wasn’t anything to worry about on that front—epithets were seen as a 
big plus, unsurprisingly. Legally speaking, Naven couldn’t do anything 
about Molly’s home situation short of kidnapping her, so he settled for 
passing her a little bit of money every month to get by. 

Lorelai remembered that she had come in to yell at them and looked 
at the class huddled around the unconscious, wet, purple body. She 
twisted her face like she’d smelled something gross. 

“What are you doing?” 

Molly opened her mouth to ask for help, but Lori slid back into her 
bubble without waiting for an answer. Her words had been an insult, 
not a question. The girl in the bear hoodie sighed. 

Well... at least the room was quiet again. 

BAM!!! 

The door to the shop exploded open and the shopkeeper's bell 
went screaming through the air. A figure zipped into the room and 
scampered up onto a table like a raccoon. His lanky legs wobbled as he 
balanced atop the wood like a surfboard, then solidified as he pointed 
triumphantly towards the sky. 

“Look upon me, mortals, and TREMBLE!!! You may have known 
the ghost of my former self, but he is gone! Cast into the flames and 
reborn, like a phoenix wearing sunglasses and a cool hat!” 

The man was not wearing sunglasses. And he certainly wasn’t wear- 
ing a cool hat. Quite the opposite, really. 

The thing on his head was a modified catcher’s helmet with an orange 
visor taped across the inside of it, like a home-made sentai helmet. Two 
PVC pauldrons sat atop his shoulders and a waterfall of inky black cape 
sprawled out from beneath them. The cape had been bleached from 
the bottom up with a pattern of peachy orange flames licking up the 
shredded hem and the skirt he wore had the same treatment, torn edges 
fluttering to evoke a flame. On his chest were isolated chunks of black 
plastic armor floating aimlessly across a sea of neon orange spandex leg- 
gings and undershirts so bright they hurt to look at, like a chemical 
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spill or a lava lamp with a grudge. He looked like someone at a conven- 
tion cosplaying a character that you almost recognized, but didn’t know 
well enough to name. 

The superzero threw his arms towards the fluorescent lights above 
him, hands clad in fingerless black biker gloves with his nails screaming 
in bright hot-rod paint. 

“Rejoice! For you are about to witness the first appearance of the 
world’s soon-to-be greatest supervillain! I am DARKNESS! .. . I am 
DESPAIR! IAM... VINCENT MURDER!!!” said Giovanni Potage 
wearing a stupid outfit. 

“Boss!” Molly cried, “Oh, thank goodness you’re here! We need 
your help!” 

Giovanni’s over-the-top pose melted away to parental concern in an 
instant. He was hoping that she might compliment him on his cool new 
costume, but this was way more important. 

“What’s wrong, Bear Trap?” 

“We found a beach body!” 

“A beach body!?” Giovanni hopped down and took a look at Rick. 
“Whoa, Bear Trap! You killed a guy!? ... Little villains grow up so fast.” 
He went to wipe a tear from his eye and bonked his finger into the visor 
on his catcher’s mask. “Ow.” 

“No, Boss! He’s alive! ... I-I think! We found him on the beach and 
we're trying to save him!” 

“Ohhhhhhhhhhh, I getcha!” He snapped his fingers in recognition. 
“Tryin’ to pull the ol T saved your life, now it belongs to me’ thing and 
get yourself a minion of your own, eh? Classic move. Gasp! That would 
make me... a grandboss! Here, I'll help! Do you have, like, a bowl or 
something?” 

Molly looked around. She trotted over to the wall of toys and offered 
him a toy dump truck. “Sorry...” she wilted. “All our dishes are dirty. 
Someone was supposed to wash them. And didn’t.” An uncharacteristic 
drip of venom found its way into her tone. 

“Worry not, Bear Trap! A good villain comes prepared for such an 
occasion! Behold, Vincent Murder Secret Technique #1!” He squatted a 
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bit and steam began rising from the black pauldrons atop his shoulders. 
Molly hadn’t been able to see before because he was so tall, but there 
were little divots in the top of each of them. 

“Are those... cup holders?” 

“Yeah!” he smiled. “Cool, right? I figured that sports cars and stuff 
had them so I should probably put some on my costume, just in case. 
Now... RISE! LIQUID PHOENIX!!!” 

Giovanni shot his hand into the air and pressed upwards like he 
was raising the roof. A substance began to pool from the depths of his 
pauldrons, swirling a bright red and yellow. Steam fogged his visor. 

“NOW!!!... Could somebody please open his mouth for me?” 

Naven, awestruck by this very strange man, silently did as he was 
told, putting a finger to Rick’s chin and opening his mouth. Giovanni 
leaned to the side and poured the bubbling drink into Rick’s mouth like 
a teapot. A little bit of color returned to Rick’s face. Phoenica looked 
up at this bizarre stringbean who had apparently just poured lava into 
her friend’s mouth. 

“Excuse me, sir,” she said. “Do you have some kind of epithet?” 

“Tt’s Lava!” lied Giovanni. 

“Or acid,” lied Molly. 

“Lavacid,” they lied in unison. 

Giovanni did have an epithet. Most aspiring supervillains wouldn’t 
be too happy to be born with *Soup% as their power, but Giovanni 
was a creative young man and he wouldn’t let something like that stop 
him! He had learned to use his powers in a number of strange and 
innovative ways. He could build up steam and unleash it in a burst to 
run or jump high in the air. He could throw boiling soup like fireballs. 
He could even heal his minions with tasty concoctions that he described 
as “potions.” 

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” Giovanni complimented himself. “The per- 
fect power for up-and-coming supervillain, VINCENT MURDER!” 

“So,” Naven asked politely, “How exactly are you and Miss Blyndeff 
acquainted, Mr. Murder?” 


EPITHET ERASED - 31 


“He’s my Boss,” she smiled. “We’re in . . .a club together!” 

Trixie blinked. 

She stared dead-on at Giovanni like he was a dead fish someone 
had nailed to her bedroom wall and thought back on all of Molly’s 
descriptions of the “Boss” she had met during her time at the museum. 
The puzzle pieces all snapped together at once in her mind, forming a 
picture of a garbage can. 

“Oh,” she said. “Oh no.” She looked up at him with her one eye like 
a mean little spyglass. “Giovanni.” 

“Shh! Quiet, Trixie!” he hushed. “That’s my OLD name! I go by 
VINCENT now!” Giovanni struck a pose like a cool greaser looking 
out into the distance. Then he flailed, sputtering cartoonishly as though 
he’d just seen her sitting there for the first time. “... WAIT, TRIXIE!? 
WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE!:” 

“Holy toledo, you gotta be kidding me.” 

Molly looked back and forth between them. “Um... Do you two 
know each other?” 

“NO!” Giovanni cried, “Trixie please! Don’t reveal my SECRET 
IDENTITY!!!” He went to grab her but she kicked him in the shin. 
“Ow!!!” She looked at Molly and, with absolutely zero pomp or circum- 
stance, said: 

“He’s my cousin.” 

Trixie couldn’t believe this. 

The “Boss” Molly had gone on and on about was her dorky, snaggle- 
toothed cousin. The same guy who burned his tongue when he tried 
to eat a hot coal at a family barbecue because it looked like “forbidden 
candy”. 

“Don't do that,” her brother had warned him. 

“ME WANT BITE!” Giovanni replied, crunching into the coal like 
it was cereal. 

Giovanni wasn’t a bad guy, per say, but he was basically the world's 
biggest goober. She couldn’t believe Molly thought he was cool. Molly 
was her smartest friend! Or at least she thought she was. 
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“Oh wow.” Molly looked between the two of them. “You’re related?” 

“Yeah,” Trixie grinned like a devil. “Moxie used to beat him up all 
the time and he would run home crying.” Moxie was one of Trixie’s 
delinquent older sisters. Honestly, her beating Boss up wasn’t too sur- 
prising. Molly once saw Trixie’s sister bite through a bicycle tire like it 
was a donut. 

“TRIXIE!!! Don’t EMBARRASS me in front of my MINION!” 
Giovanni pouted. Trixie looked his new costume over, totally unim- 
pressed. 

“What’re you doin’ here, anyways?” she asked. “Mom said that you 
were on the news for some crime thing.” She hadn’t looked into it. 
Members of their extended family getting arrested was a pretty common 
occurrence and it didn’t usually warrant further investigation unless 
they showed up at your house asking for gas money. “Aren’t you s’posed 
to be on the lam?” 

“On the what?” Feenie’s eyes sparkled. Molly put a hand on her 
shoulder and shook her head. Feenie looked down, disappointed. 

“None of your beeswax, Short-snacks.” Giovanni leered down at her. 
“I happen to be on a secret mission! And the contents of said mission 
are for Bear Trap ears only!” 

“T bet it’s something stupid.” 

“I bet you ve something stupid,” Giovanni crossed his arms. 

“Stup stupid stupid!” 

“Stbublblbllthththhh!!!” 

They began spitting and raspberrying back and forth, circling 
around one another and facing off like cowboys about to draw guns. 
Trixie hissed and dived on Giovanni, wrapping around his leg like a 
koala. He whooped and hollered, pogoing around the room on one 
foot trying to shake her loose. 

“Oh my...” Naven winced. “It’s rather lively in here today, isn’t it?” 

Naven was unusually sensitive to crowds and loud noises, just like 
Molly was. It was one of the reasons they got along. He’d agreed to give 
private speech lessons on the condition that the class size stay small so 
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he wouldn’t get overwhelmed. This was way more people in one room 
than he felt comfortable with... 

Detrimental empathy was yet another thing the two of them had in 
common. Molly felt bad for Naven. It was painfully obvious this week’s 
speech class was going to be canceled at this point. He must have been 
disappointed. She decided to help him a little. It wasn’t her shift, but it 
was her job to run the toy store! 

“Guys, quit it.” Molly ordered softly, walking straight into the 
middle of their tussle. Giovanni and Trixie froze mid-punch. Neither of 
them wanted to hit Molly by accident. She walked over to Trixie who 
was still glued to Giovanni’s leg. Molly tapped both of her shoulders. 
“Bap bap.” Trixie detached and fell to the floor, somersaulting back- 
wards and popping up. She turned and looked at Molly with her ruffled, 
raspberry hair obscuring most of her face. Molly pushed it out of the 
way and patted her on the head. “Bap bap.” 

“Bap bap.” Trixie parroted. 

Molly outstretched a hand like a teacher asking a student to spit 
out their gum. Trixie frowned and sheepishly reached into the pocket 
of her sweater and produced a chunk of Giovanni’s costume that she 
had managed to rip off. Molly took it from her and reattached it to 
Giovanni's leg. 

“There,” she said, patting the costume. “Now be nice to each other. I 
don’t like it when my friends get in fights. And you’re both my friends.” 
Molly stamped her foot a bit to show that she was confident and that 
she meant it. “I love you!” she declared. 

Giovanni and Trixie both melted. This was the emotional equiv- 
alent of seeing children fighting with sticks and shooting them with 
a cannonball. The two cousins bashfully scratched at the hair behind 
their ears in the exact same way at the exact same time. “We were just 
play-fighting . . .” they mumbled. “We didn’t mean it.” 

“Now make up,” she said. It was soft, but it was an order none- 
theless. Giovanni and Trixie whispered apologies. Trixie didn’t actually 
dislike Giovanni. He was actually a lot of fun at the family parties. Sure, 
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he was a giant dork, but what good is a family barbecue without a few 
weenies? He was always happy to play with Trixie and her twin brother 
Rex, even when they were little, and he'd always let them win at what- 
ever game they were playing. He had taught Rex how to skateboard and 
gave Trixie the quartz crystal that started her collection. Giovanni liked 
the twins too. They were the only Roughhouses who had never beaten 
him up. Well, until today anyways. This was a draw! This didn’t count. 

Molly brought them together in a hug, saying “Hug!” out loud for 
good measure. They did. Phoenica, who had been standing silently off 
to the side for the last few minutes, blinked twice. 

“I'm Phoenica!” Phoenica exclaimed, joining in the hug. Phoenica 
was a top-tier hugger. Her bones were made of cotton. This hug had 
just gone from good to great. Molly looked over Feenie’s shoulder at 
Naven. Did she do good at interpersonal communication? 

Naven gave her a nod of appreciation. She smiled back with her little 
bear cub smile. It was incredible how much progress Molly had made 
on her self confidence recently. Even so, Naven could tell she was barely 
able to force herself to intervene and say something like that. She was 
standing on her tippy-toes and her legs were shaking. But still, this was 
something. And this snaggle-toothed young man had been the catalyst 
for all this? Hmm... 

Giovanni stood up. 

“I apologize for setting such a poor example in front of my minion. 
But! I have come here with news! Bear Trap! As of last night . . . I have 
officially left the Banzai Blasters!” 

“Oh!” Molly said. 

“Good.” Trixie sneered, “They stink.” 

“Yes, they do indeed STINK! Instead, I am forming my OWN group 
of evil-doers! And I, the evil-doest of them all shall be the leader! Now, 
Task you ... wanna join?” He smiled and pointed at Molly. 

“Oh gosh! I sure would like to. But my schedule’s . . . pretty busy.” 

“Boy, I get’cha,” Giovanni groaned, “All my other minions are indis- 
posed this week too. So, ’m recruiting! We’ve got a big secret mission 
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coming up this Friday and I need all hands on deck!” He looked at 
Phoenica. “How ‘bout you, blondie? Feel like becoming a villain?” 

“Oh, not at all.” Phoenica smiled. “I despise villainy, really. As a 
do-gooder it is my sworn do-good-duty to redeem all villains and bring 
them over to the side of righteousness.” Her eyes sparkled. 

“Ew! Gross!” he spat. 

Phoenica tilted her head. “Hmm .. . But, now that I think about it, 
you did heal my very good friend Rick Shades ... Perhaps you’re not so 
bad after all!” 

“Uh, no, I am. How dare you.” 

“No, there is good inside you! I can feel it! I have a sense for these 
things, you know.” Giovanni looked at her like she’d just thrown his pet 
dog into the sea. “Hm! Perhaps I shall join, in order to save your mortal 
soul! Besides, I can’t say no to a fun team activity!” Phoenica beamed. 
Giovanni turned towards the other two. 

“Uh, Bear Trap. Trixie. I know you two are pretty metal. What 
are two wrecked-tangles like yourselves doin’ hangin’ around with this 
square?” 

“She’s rich,” Trixie explained. 

“Abhbhh gotcha, gotcha... Well, 1 DO need cash for my new organi- 
zation! How would you feel about funding heinous acts of villainy?” 

“Very bad!” she smiled. 

“Feenie, come over here for a second,” said Molly, wrapping an arm 
around her. 

“Okay!” 

Molly led Phoenica over to a toy plastic table and sat her down in a 
brightly-colored chair so they could talk business. “What if I told you 
you could get in on the ground floor of an exciting new start-up?” 

“Oh boy, buzzwords! That sounds good to me! Here, have $5,000.” 
Phoenica unzipped her purse and went to hand the money to Giovanni, 
but Naven stopped her. He looked at Molly and softly shook his 
head no. 
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“But Naven,” she pouted, coating her voice in honey, “You taught 
us that when you can’t come to an agreement with someone, it can be a 
good idea to change your word choice!” 

“Yes, and you are using my lessons for evil.” 

“You didn’t say that we couldn? use your lessons for evil,” she noted. 

“Well... I guess I didn’t, did I?” 

“Yeah, teach-man!” Trixie stood next to Molly like she was her 
lawyer. "What were you thinkin’?” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“Well, now that that’s settled,” Giovanni said, pocketing Phoenica’s 
money, “Onto the next order of business!” 

“Getting this man proper medical attention?” Naven stared at the 
body still lying on the ground. They had been talking around Rick like 
he was a campfire. 

“No!” Giovanni grinned. “He drank the Liquid Phoenix, he'll be up 
in a few minutes. This is way more important! Like I said before, in or- 
der to symbolize my new villainous beginning, I have taken on a NEW 
VILLAIN NAME: VINCENT MURDER!!! This name was certified 
Very Cool’ by the Cool Guy Council, as you can clearly see from this 
document.” Giovanni took a piece of paper out from the utility belt 
that he was wearing around his waist and showed it to them. It was a 
hand-made certificate with a note scrawled in pink marker that read: 


YEAH THAT NAME IS DOPE 


- Deuces and Kickflips, 
President Johnny Cooltacos 


It was Giovanni’s handwriting. 

“So, what I need from you guys is a name that is equal to, or, 
possibly, greater than ‘Vincent Murder’ in terms of raw awesomeness. 
Rawsomeness. The floor is open to suggestions!” 

Trixie gestured towards her friend group. “Kids at school call us the 
Neo Trio.” 
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“Hmm...” Giovanni mused, turning the name over in his brain and 
tasting the words. “The Neo Trio! The Neo Trio... and Gio... The 
Gio Trio? Hmmm...” 

“But there are four of us,” Molly noted. 

“Hmmm, that is true. Trixie, you’re fired!” 

“WHAT!” she squeaked like someone had stepped on her foot. “I 
thought your name was ‘Vincent’? now! Why would you call it the 
Gio Trio?!” 

“Excellent point! You are fired again.” Trixie sputtered like a lawn- 
mower dropped in a kiddie pool. 

“T have an idea!” Feenie bounced, “Let’s call ourselves ‘The Good 
Friendship Squad!” 

“Bear Trap, mute her.” 

“No, WAIT—!” 

Phoenica mouthed Noooooo! as loud as she could, which was exactly 
zero decibels. She scrambled around in her pockets, took out her phone, 
and tikka-takked a message onto the screen. 


Be nice to me! 


Molly unmuted her and Feenie and Giovanni immediately began 
bickering about the merit of different names with Trixie weighing in on 
every suggestion. Naven mediated the discussion while discreetly swip- 
ing Phoenica’s money from Giovanni’s pocket and slipping it back into 
her purse. Trixie pointed this out and Naven sheepishly tried to weasel 
his way out of the situation while Giovanni squawked at him. 

It was stupid and chaotic and loud. Exactly the kind of thing Molly 
normally couldn’t stand, but here, right now, this was a cacophony she 
didn’t mind. She didn’t have a lot of good influences in her life, but all 
of them were in one room together. It felt like her birthday. For just a 
moment, Molly Blyndeff’s world felt right. 

And so, of course, the universe had to ruin it. 

“Okay, that ts IT!” 
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A voice resonated from the dream bubble. It’s pearly shell rippled 
and Lorelai burst from inside, doing a very impressive triple somersault 
across the floor and popping up with her hands on her hips. “WHAT is 
going ON out here!?” 

“Whoa! A witch!” Giovanni pointed. 

“One letter off,” Trixie mumbled. 

“An itch,” Feenie nodded. 

Lorelai trotted over to them and held her bunny wand out in front 
of her. The bottom of the wand extended downwards into a full-sized 
birch staff and smacked angrily against the floor. 

“You little squirts are being so loud that it’s reverberating my whole 
dream bubble! How am I s’posed to brew potions when you're all 
shaking the cauldron?!” 

“Ooh!” Giovanni whistled, “You can make potions?” Lorelai looked 
him up and down, not quite sure what to make of this new weirdo. 

“Yeah, I can make potions. Why? Who’re you?” 

“I am VINCENT MURDER! Up-and-coming supervillain. I just 
so happen to be a bit of a potion-maker myself! Observe!” He flicked 
out his hand and a sphere of roiling orange soup hovered in midair. 

“What’s that?” 

“A healing potion!” he answered, proudly. 

“Hm!” She waved her hands in a circular motion and a sparkling 
glass vial appeared, wrapping upwards along the outer edges of the 
potion and looping together to form a cute little bottle with bunny ears 
at the top. A cork appeared between the ears with a pop! Lori snatched 
the vial from the air, uncorked it, and took a sip. 

“... Oh! That’s not bad, actually!” 

“What potions can you make?” Giovanni asked. For the first time in 
a while, Lorelai smiled. Her front two teeth stuck out from under her 
lip just a little bit. 

“Anything. Try me!” 

“Hmmmmmzm .. .” Giovanni tapped his finger to his chin. “How 
about a potion that gives me the powers of . . . a dragon! Oh, no! A 
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phoenix! A dragon phoenix that breathes fire... and IS fire!” Molly fidg- 
eted. “Oh, right. Sorry Bear Trap. Uh, scratch that. Let’s do ... 
a gargoyle?” 

Lorelai winked at the challenge as if to say “easy!” She flicked her staff 
in the air, spun it around her arm like a ribbon-twirler, and dramatically 
pointed it in front of her with a “swash!” 

“Skin of stone and heart of soil, human morph into gargoyle~!” 

A silvery substance like mercury twisted its way into existence, filling 
the shape of an unseen glass vial. She raised her staff and drew the 
outline of the bottle like it was a magic pencil. This one was styled like 
a little gargoyle with the cork above the nape of its neck. The bottle 
floated through the air towards Giovanni who snatched it. 

“OoOOoo00Ooooh... This is so cool!” 

“It’s no big deal,” Lori grinned. 

“And look at the little gargoyle bottle! It’s even got wings and every- 
thing! Can I keep this?” 

“Sure!” Her little bunny smile widened. Finally! It had been ages 
since anyone besides her dad had shown any appreciation for her show- 
manship. It’s the little touches that really matter! This guy gets it. 

“Alright, let’s see if it works!” He went to take a sip and the glass 
dinked against the aluminum mesh of his catcher’s mask. “Uh .. . Uh 
oh. Hang on.” Giovanni put the bottle down on the table and went to 
take off his headgear. Lorelai watched him. She had no idea what this 
strange boy might look like underneath his silly sentai villain costume. 
She liked the outfit, though. It was fun! 

Giovanni had traveled all the way to the toy store in full costume, 
earning himself quite a few strange looks from the other passengers on 
the bus. He had to walk the last mile or so on foot so he was a bit 
sweaty. When he took the mask off, it seemed to Lorelai that time had 
slowed down. 

The catcher’s mask slid off of him and he threw his head back, 
whipping his pink hair behind him with a sigh like a rearing horse. 
Beads of sweat trickled down his face in sparkling detail like a sports 
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drink commercial, or a fast food ad where someone just off-camera was 
spritzing water onto a particularly gawky carrot. 

She stared at him, wide-eyed. 

Those spiked crocodile teeth. 

His scrambled mane of ratty teenaged hair. 

That unkempt pink stubble. 

His cackling, cheese-grater laugh. 


... He was gorgeous. 


Her voice jumped an octave and she started unconsciously twirling 
her hair. 

ere ss bc 

"Oh no." Molly and Trixie said simultaneously. Phoenica looked at 
them like she had missed something. 

“Phew!” Giovanni gasped. “Need to add a mouth flap or somethin’ 
on the next model! Also some ventilation. It’s gettin’ a little stinky 
under there!” 

Oh yeah. This guy was hot. 

“Anyways, time to test out this potion! Down the hatch!” Giovanni 
chugged. the silvery liquid in a single gulp. “Alright! Gargoyle 
powers... ACTIVATE!!! Hoo-aaAAAAH!!!” He did a sort of power- 
charging pose that was 40% squat and 60% scream. 

He thrust his arms forward and slowly they began to change. The 
tips of his fingers sharpened and solidified, creeping back and forming 
stony scales all the way down to his elbows. His outfit petrified along 
with him, hard gauntlets of fossilized plastic casing his arms. “Heck 
yeah!” he shouted. “And no gargoyle is complete without ... HORNS!” 
Giovanni put his thumb in his mouth and blew, popping two long, 
black diabolical horns out through his hair. 

“Wow!” Lori said, her voice still in falsetto, “That looks so good 
on you!” 

“Thanks! Cool potion. Love the color. Better mouthfeel than I was 
expecting, too!” 
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She looked him up and down. “You’re tall.” 

“Yeah!” he smiled. 

“How tall are you?” 

“Idunno, like... 63?” He looked up. “6’10” with horns?” 
“Oh my gosh, ‘with horns’! You are SO funny!” 

“Gross,” said Molly and Trixie, louder this time. 

“Shut up~!” Lori hissed at them. She turned back to Giovanni. 
“Sooo, like ... what’s your name?” 

“Vincent Murder!” said Giovanni Potage. He dug around in another 
pocket of his utility belt and handed her something. “My calling card.” 
It was a baseball with the word “EVIL/!/!” written all over it in red ink. 

“So cool,” she smiled. “So, like .. . what’re you doing here? Did you 
wanna buy some stuff for your costume or... 2” 

“Nahhh, I’m starting a new bad guy group! I’m gonna be the strong- 
est villain of all time, so I’m out recruiting new members.” 

“Oh my gosh! Pm like . . . super strong. I could be one of your 
minions!” All three little girls immediately began making wild “NO!” 
motions with their hands. Lori stepped between them and Giovanni. 
“My epithet can pretty much do whatever!” 

“Oh yeah? Well normally I only accept recommendations from pre- 
existing minions. Let’s check your references. .. .” He leaned his spindly 
frame past Lori. “Bear Trap, what do you think?” 

“Ummmmmm...” Molly droned, trying to think of the loudest way 
she could say “no” without sounding like a jerk. Lorelai looked between 
Molly and Giovanni. 

“You know my sister?” she asked. 

“Yeah! ... Oh. Youve her sister?” It didn’t escape Lorelai’s notice 
that a little bit of excitement vanished from Giovanni’s eyes. Had Molly 
said something bad about her? Ugh, that little mosquito! 

“Sure am! Isn’t she cute?” Lori squeezed up against Molly and 
hugged her like she was a stress toy. Molly looked at her sister like she 
smelled. “Soooo, how do you know each other? Is he like a babysitter or 
something?” She turned to Molly. “You know we can’t afford those.” 

“I know very well what we can and cannot afford, yes.” 
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Giovanni walked up and put a hand on Molly’s shoulder. “Bear Trap 
here is my #1 minion!” 

“She is?” 

“I am?” Molly’s eyes sparkled. She didn’t know she was the #1 
minion! Aww! That’s nice. 

“Absolutely! After all, Bear Trap’s gonna help me on my up-and- 
coming secret mission! Though I’m not sure I can discuss it here with so 
many non-villainous ears around... .” He glanced unsubtly at Phoenica. 
“Tt is a secret mission after all.” 

“I can help!” Lori shoved herself in front of Molly. “Like I said, 


1” 


I'm really strong!” Giovanni played with the bottle in his hand and 
considered. 

“Well, this 2s a top-of-the-line gargoyle potion! Easily the best and 
also only one I’ve ever had. Buuut, I think I'll leave this one up to Bear 
Trap. Bear Trap, what do you think? Should we bring her along? It's 
your call.” Molly turned to look at her sister. 

“Golly, what should I say?” she smiled innocently. 

“Yes!” Lori hissed. “What indeed.” 

“Hmm ... gosh! I dunno!” Molly tilted her head. “I think that a 
good minion would be responsible and do their job. Or the dishes.” 

“Well sometimes minions are too busy to do the dishes!” 

“Busy with what?” 

“Busy strengthening their creative minds!” 

“Minions were also supposed to be behind the register today.” 

“They were behind the register,” Lori tapped her foot. “They wanted 
to be in their room, but you said they had to be behind the register, so 
that’s where they were playing today!” 

“Hmm...” Molly considered. “I think I say... 20.” Lorelai squinted 
at her little sister like she wanted to punt her into the sun. She took 
a deep breath and flipped around to Giovanni with innocent sparkling 
doe eyes. 

“Well... maybe I could do some kinda test or something? There have 
to be other ways to become a minion than stupid recommendations!” 
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“Hmmmm. ..” Giovanni looked her up and down and considered. 
“Well, I suppose I do want to test something. If you pass, you can join 
the team!” 

“Oh, yay!” she hopped up and down. “What do I have to do?” 


1? 


“Just one thing!” he said. He raised his gargoyle arm in the air and 
pointed at her dramatically. “You need to show me that you’ve got the 
most important quality a minion can have.” 

“Okay!” she blinked, “What is that?” 

“You tell me!” He crossed his arms and smiled, like he had just 
offered her a really good riddle. 

“Hmm ...” Lorelai tilted her head and tapped her chin. “That’s 
tough ... I spend most of my time as the hero, so I’m not really sure 
what kind of things minions get up to, other than getting stepped on.” 
The trio reflexively took a step away from her. ““The most important 
quality a minion can have’... Hmm ...Oh, I know! Duh! Being 
super evil! So all I have to do is come up with a cool plan and show off 
how evil I am!” 

Molly thought about saying something mean, but decided against it. 

“Evil plan,” Lori mused, “Evil plan, evil plan, evil plan... Bad guys 
like money right? Maybe we could . . . kidnap a rich person for. . . 
ransom and stuff?” 

“Yep, that’s a pretty classic villain plan,” Giovanni replied neutrally. 
As the minion auditor he needed to be careful not to give any hints. 

“Okay! Great!” Lorelai turned towards Naven. “Hey. Naven. You’re 
a big, rich CEO of a big, rich company, right?” 

“Indeed I am,” Naven said, in a tone that one might use to com- 
municate with an oncoming truck. 

“Nice!” Lori clapped her hands together. Sparkles flew out and she 
began to glow. A spell worked its way out of her mouth and into the 
floor. “Garden snaking through the land, take him now at my com- 
mand~!” She swept her staff in a low arc and a tangle of thick, green 
vines shot up through the floor! They wrangled together and weaved 
into a giant hand, grabbing Naven tight like a squeaky toy. 
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“Well, I guess this is happening,” he said. 

Molly jumped. No, dangit! Lorelai wasn’t supposed to use her 
powers in the middle of the store like that! .. . Or kidnap people like 
that! She reached out a hand to stop her sister. 

“Lori!” 

But it was too late. 

Before she could reach her, Lorelai raised her staff and a new dream 
bubble began to sprout from its bunny-eared tip, expanding past Lore- 
lai and swallowing all of them inside a light that made it too bright to 
see. Before her vision whited out completely, Molly saw the witch stick- 
ing her tongue out with a distinctive meener-neener expression meant 
just for her. 

And the world turned to ivory... 


CHAPTER 3 


Distance 


The Neo Trio came to somewhere unknown; blinking away soft, 
honeyed sunlight. 

They found themselves lying in the soil of a vast garden, the kind 
you might imagine hidden behind a mansion or in the courtyard of a 
palace. Row after row of hedges and topiaries sprawled ahead as far as 
the eye could see. Molly stood up and dusted herself off. Suddenly, her 
nose twitched. She caught the scent of something bittersweet lingering 
in the air. She looked at the cocoa-brown soil in her hand, sniffed it, and 
licked at it like a kitten. 

This soil didn’t just Jook like chocolate . . . it literally was chocolate. 
Rich, crumbly, and sweet, like the crumbs of red velvet cake. This was 
no ordinary garden. Every other object was made of .. . 

Candy! 

Bright yellow lemon drops and candied apples dangled from a 
canopy of trees wrapped in literal peppermint bark. A pinkish orange 
hue blushed against the horizon and painted the sky the color of sorbet. 
Crickets sang in the warm, amber evening, and the whole place smelled 
like a bakery. Truly a sight to behold! A magical wonderland! Any child 
in their right mind would be delighted! 

Molly was horrified. 
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“Ah ...no! No, no, no, no!” she cried! “We talked about this! 
She’s not supposed to bring outsiders into her dream bubbles without 
permission! . .. Especially during store hours!” 

“Does this... happen a lot?” Feenie asked. 

Molly balled the fluff of her bear hoodie in front of her face and 
screamed into it. 

“Hey, at least thas dream bubble’s got candy in it,” Trixie said, snap- 
ping off a peppermint bark branch and putting it in her mouth like a 
cigar. “The last time we got scooped into one o’ these it was a racetrack. 
We nearly got run over.” 

Suddenly, there was a noise, low and grumbling like an engine. Trixie 
reflexively jumped into a bush, eyes darting around for any trace of a car 
coming to turn her into a little pink pancake. What she found instead 
was something much weirder: Rick Shades had been deposited into a 
nearby patch of candied yams face-first, buried in the ground up to his 
torso. His spindly legs were kicking in the air like a very excited turnip 
begging to be plucked. The Neo Trio hurried over and pulled him free, 
causing him to pop out of the ground and land with a thud in the 
chocolate soil. He rubbed his eyes and blinked, taking in the technicolor 
candy world around him. 

“Ah!” he smiled. “Guess I died! Bummer!” 

“Rick!” Feenie cried, “I’m so glad that you’re okay!” 

“Yes! It’s nice to see you again, Phoenica! Though also, it isn’t! 
Because we are dead! So, how did YOU three die? Was my drowning 
contagious?” 

“We're not dead,” Trixie said. “P've done a few ghost séances and I’m 
PRETTY sure at least ONE of ‘em would’ve mentioned it if the after- 
life was made a’ candy. Molly’s hobgoblin sister just threw us into a 
dream dimension.” 

“Oh!” Rick blinked twice. “Is that all!” 

Molly stood on a nearby rock. She was flipping back and forth and 
scanning the area, trying to see as far into the distance as she could from 


her tiny height. 
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“... No sign of Boss or Naven anywhere. She must’ve taken them.” 
She hopped off of the rock and into the chocolate dirt. “I don’t think 
she meant to bring us inside with her. We’re probably on the edge of 
the dream bubble. I bet she’s somewhere near the middle.” 

This was bad. 

The size of Lori’s dream bubbles was always deceptive. You could 
step into a bubble the size of a cardboard box and suddenly find yourself 
standing atop a mountain range or looking out over an endless ocean. 
There was no telling how big this world was or how far away Lorelai 
might be. 

“Hmm...” Molly turned away from the elaborate honeyglow of the 
garden and looked back behind her. 

Most of the garden was brightly lit and buzzing with life. Literal 
honey-bees and butter-flies flitted through the air and sang, but just 
beyond the spot they woke up in, the woods fell dark and silent. There 
was a small path snaking toward a little cobblestone bridge that spanned 
a small river. A lone lantern dangled over the bridge, but beyond its 
light the forest grew thick, dark, and impenetrable. It was like looking 
into the wings of a theater—somewhere the audience wasn’t supposed 
to see. 

“That’s probably it,” Molly said, skipping across the bridge and 
approaching the forest. 

She raised a hand glowing green with epithet aura and flicked at the 
space in front of her. The darkness caved, blowing open in a circle and 
revealing the toy store beyond. It was like a matte painting at the edge 
of a film set had been shot by a cannonball. The familiar smell of home 
wafted in through the darkness. “Yup, this is the edge.” 

“Wow!” Rick said. “Portals! Cool power! Want to be friends?” He 
extended a hand sparking with black lightning. Molly brushed it aside 
and walked past him. “Haha wow! Rejected!” 

She squinted over the horizon. “Boss should probably be alright, but 
I’m worried about Naven. He doesn’t have an epithet to defend himself 
with. We're gonna have to rescue him.” 
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“Who?” Rick asked. 

“He’s our teacher.” 

“He’s green,” Trixie added, for context. 

“Ah!” 

Rick did not ask any more questions. 

The four set off together along the yellowy winding path through 
the garden. Sweet grass brushed against their legs and cicadas sang in the 
distance. This fantasy garden had a distinctly summery feel to it—more 
summery than it ever felt in Sweet Jazz city, in fact. The bells in Feenie’s 
hair jingled as she skipped. Trixie darted off the path multiple times in 
order to grab different candies growing nearby and stuff them into her 
pockets. Molly stuck silently to the path, keeping a watchful eye out for 
any sort of danger. Each one of Lorelai’s worlds was unique, but if they 
did have one thing in common, it’s that they were never as safe as they 
appeared. 

The garden path they walked along led into a wooded area com- 
pletely unlike the dark forest beyond the cobblestone bridge. This one 
was vibrant and bright, with amber light streaming in through big gaps 
in the yellow birch leaves. 

Suddenly, an all-to-familiar voice whined at them from somewhere 
among the trees. 

“Ugh... I thought you might be wandering around in here!” 

The group looked around and noticed something strange hanging 
on a nearby tree. It was a mirror with an ornate, old-timey gold frame 
wrapped around it, the sort you might see on the wall of a fancy old 
mansion. Inside of the mirror was Lorelai, scowling at them from be- 
neath her wide-brimmed lilac witch’s hat. She leaned her body through 
the mirror as if it were a window. 

“Can’t you just let me play in peace?” 

“A WITCH!!!” Rick shouted, pointing at her dramatically. “Hi- 
yah!” He chucked a bolt of black lightning straight at her head. Lori 
made a little yzpe/ noise and dove back into the mirror just in time. 
The mirror rippled like water before hardening again and Rick’s bolt 
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bounced off its reflective surface, shooting off into the sky. She popped 
back out like an upset gopher. 

“What the heck was that for?! Who even ARE you!? .. . Actually, 
y know what? I don’t care! Skedaddle, sk ‘doot, turn into a newt~!” She 
swung her wand and a technicolor bunny blast exploded against Rick’s 
side. When the smoke cleared, Rick was gone. In his place was a small, 
purple lizard with blackened scales around the eyes resembling sun- 
glasses. The lizard looked at itself. 

“Aaah!” screamed Rick’s voice, “I have turned into some kind of 
horrible SURFACE DRAGON!!!” He flailed and immediately fell onto 
his side, tiny lizard grabbers clasping uselessly in the air. 

Lorelai pouted. “You’re not a dragon. You're a newt. Didn’t you hear 
my spell?” 

“That’s a chameleon,” Trixie corrected. 

“Huhe” 

“That’s a chameleon, you dingus. You turned him into a chameleon. 
Chameleons are middle-sized and go ‘mlem!’”” She stuck out her tongue. 
“Newts are small and go AAAA.” She opened her mouth like :V to 
demonstrate. 

“Ugh,” Lori threw back her head. “Of course you'd know all about 
gross things like /ézards.” 

“Yeah, prolly ‘cause ’m not stupid.” 

Phoenica snickered and then quickly covered her mouth. It wasn’t 
polite to laugh! Even if Lorelai was indeed stupid. 

Lizard Rick crawled his way up a nearby tree so he was at con- 
versation height. “Is this the wztch that you mentioned on the beach, 
Phoenica?” 

“No, I was referring to the Songstress. She’s a legendary witch! 
Quite a bit more powerful and spooky than this one. Although . . . 
The Songstress zs usually resurrected through an earthly vessel called the 
Harbinger! Someone who hears demonic voices and controls the spirits 
of the dead. Hmm .. .” Feenie considered. “Lorelai? Have you been 
feeling evz/ lately? More so than usual, I mean.” 
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“Ughk!” Lori spat. “BLUCK!” she spat again. “You three are SO 
annoying! I’m not evzl, ’m not the Songstress, and ’m not Lorelai! My 
name is the Hare-idan! The loveliest witch in all of the Ambleglow 
Bramble!” 

“The where?” Trixie squinted. 

“The Ambleglow Bramble. That’s here.” Lorelai gestured around 
herself and the leaves of the trees around her shook all at once, as if 
to affirm. 

“What’s a ‘harridan’?” Molly asked. 


“*Harridan,’” Phoenica recited: 
“noun. 


A strict, bossy, or belligerent old woman.” 


“NO! That’s WRONG!!!” Lori said like a strict, bossy, and/or 
belligerent old woman. “That’s a harridan. ’'m the Hare-idan. As in 
‘hare’? Like a cute little bunny rabbit?” 

Trixie leaned over to Phoenica and whispered. “What does belliger- 
ent mean?” 


Phoenica held up a finger. 


“Belligerent! 
adjective 
Hostile and aggressive. 
As used in the sentence: The mean, ugly witch was acting 
very belligerent.” 


Lorelai raised her wand. 

“Youre nothing but trouble, get out of my bubble!” 

She fired a spell that hit Phoenica square in the chest. The fluffy girl 
made a little bleating noise like somebody had pushed over a baby sheep 
before popping out of existence. 


“Feenie!” the other two cried in unison. 
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“What? What happened?” asked Lizard Wizard Shades, who was 
hanging upside-down on a little tree branch. “I’m not quite used to 
these strange panoramic lizard eyes yet! I can see everything! But also 
nothing\” 

“Get out, get out, get OUT!” Lori squawked! A barrage of bunny- 
eared bubbles soared through the woods and exploded around their 
feet. Rick, who was unfamiliar with his little lizard legs, didn’t stand a 
chance. One of the bubbles collided against his side and he was gone. 

Molly covered her hands in glowing epithet energy like boxing gloves 
and popped the spells away by punching them before they could hit her. 

Trixie, for her part, managed surprisingly well even without an 
epithet. She sprang back and forth like a horror movie alley cat, hissing 
and spitting while bounding off tree trunks. She was prepared for this. 
In the summer, she and her siblings would have water balloon fights in 
the trailer park. And sometimes, if she was feeling spicy, the mean old 
lady across the street would throw cans at them. She was a dodging- 
things pro! 

Unfortunately, she was trying to dodge a witch. 

After Trixie had weaved her way past a dozen or so spells, Lorelai 
decided that she’d had enough. The witch took her wand and spun it in 
the opposite direction, forcing all the spells that had zipped past Trixie 
to stop in their tracks and spin around. They flew towards the girl from 
behind, zooming through the trees at an unnatural speed like the UFOs 
from those creepy documentaries Trixie wasn’t allowed to watch but 
absolutely did anyways. Her sixth sense prickled the hair on the back of 
her neck as they narrowed in on her, but it was too late! 

BAM! 

The spell beaned her right in the face and Trixie was gone. Molly was 
the only one left. 

“No!” 

Lorelai leveled her wand at her little sister. It jingled pleasantly like a 
set of car keys, but the far end burned hot with fierce, white magic. 
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“Well? What’s it gonna be?” Molly wilted. She lowered her hands 
and the epithet glow surrounding them disappeared. “That’s what I 
thought.” 

“... Please don’t shoot me in the face,” she sighed. 

Lorelai gave a little grunt and nodded. The wand sparkled and then 
fired, blasting Molly on the toe of her bright yellow rain boot. The 
younger sister disappeared in a puff of stars. 


* KOK 


The force of the magic was strong enough to send Molly somersault- 
ing across the floor of the toy store, rolling straight into the arms of 
the giant teddy bear her father had knocked off its shelf. She spat out a 
mouthful of sparkles. 

“Pflegh. ... Ow.” 

“Molly!” Feenie exclaimed. “Are you alright?” 

“No,” she frowned. 

“Could I offer you some help and also a friend? Rick asked, extend- 
ing his hand and grinning. 

“No,” she frowned, louder this time. Molly stood herself up and 
looked around. Then she gasped, horrified. She was expecting Lorelai’s 
dream bubble to be floating behind the counter like before, but that 
wasn’t the case at all. 

There was a new bubble in the store, and this one was massive. 
Almost half the size of the building! It took up the entire back half of 
the room, clipping straight through the shelves like a broken object in a 
video game. Molly whimpered and pulled at her hair. What the heck!?! 
Lori wasn’t allowed to block traffic in the store! It freaked out the 
customers! They had TALKED about this! Aaaagh! 

“Hehe, whoa!” snorted a new voice from the front door. “That big 
bubble thing spat out another one! Hehe. Weird.” Molly turned to see 
one of her non-Neo Trio classmates standing in the shop’s entryway 
with one foot on a dinged-up metal scooter. 

“Oh...” Molly sighed. “Hi Stink.” 
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Stink (which was his real, actual name) wore a bright red shirt with 
the word STINK! written on it in all caps, just in case you forgot. He 
was a real booger of a kid. Certified class buttmunch with messy black 
hair and a permanent sneer plastered across his stupid little face. He 
wasn’t quite to the age where he needed to shower every day yet, but 
man oh man you could just tell that this kid wasn’t going to. 

“Did you want to buy something?” Molly asked with a weary smile 
that could clearly use some coffee. 

“Yeah, well, I was thinkin’ that I might swing by and pick up the new 
Dr. Grossenheimer’s Goo Factory set. It lets you make bugs out of goo 
so you can throw them at and/or eat them in front of girls to freak ‘em 
out! But... I dunno if] feel like buying from a store with a weird bubble 
in the middle of it! Pll be taking my hard-earned allowance elsewhere!” 
He flipped his scooter around in an attempt to look cool but messed. up 
and slammed it right into his ankle. He didn’t even flinch. 

“Impressed?” his cockroach face twisted into a grin, “Yeah, P’ve been 
banged up by my scooter so many times that my ankle is like 90% callus 
at this point. I don’t even feel it anymore! No biggie. Later squeebs!” 
He lifted his leg and blew a little raspberry to make it look like he farted, 
then scooted off into the street. 

“Hey Phoenica, remember when you had a crush on him?” Trixie 
smiled. 

“Be nice to me.” Phoenica said flatly. Phoenica had once had a crush 
on Stink because he was a boy in her class and she’d had a crush on all 
of them at one point or another. Inevitably, Stink had come up in the 
rotation. That marriage binder was pretty small, but Trixie never let her 
forget about it. 

Molly felt along the edge of the dream bubble like a prospector 
searching a cliff face for gold, tapping it here, knocking it there, trying 
to get a feel for it. 

“This is the biggest bubble she’s made in months . . .” she mumbled. 
“It’s probably going through half the house . . . I won’t even be able to 
get up to my room because it’s blocking the stairs.” 

“Oh. That’s .. . a little frustrating,” Feenie said. 
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“It’s a LOT TLE frustrating!” Molly said. 

“... Axolotl frustrating,” Trixie finished. 

Molly looked up at the bubble and groaned. “I wonder if people can 
see it from outside...” 

“We CAN!” Stink shouted from the other side of the street. “It 
looks STUPID and UGLY! NOBODY’S GONNA WANNA SHOP 
AT YOUR DUMB STORE!” Stink cackled like a hyena. Trixie silently 
walked over and shut the door in his face while Stink continued making 
stupid neener-neener expressions across the street. 

Molly heaved a great big sigh. “Stink is right. . .” 

Trixie put a hand on her shoulder. “Never say that.” 

“No, I mean it. Nobody’s gonna come to our store when it looks 
like this. And even if they did, they wouldn’t be able to buy anything!” 
She grabbed a doll that was stuck halfway in the bubble and tried to 
shake it loose. No good. It might as well be buried in cement. “I guess 
I'm gonna have to spend the rest of the night fixing this . . . Sorry we 
didn’t get to hang out today.” Trixie and Phoenica looked at each other. 
Molly walked over to the door and grabbed the handle to show them 
out. Stink smashed his face against the other side of the glass making 
horrible faces like a ghoul. 

“Molly, we don’t want to go out there.” said Phoenica. 

“Don’t worry, Stink’ll get tired and leave soon.” 

“nN-lleeaAAAAAH!” He licked at the windows. 

“It’s not that!” Feenie flailed. “We don’t want to leave you here. If 
you're left to deal with this alone, how will you ever have enough time 
to finish your homework?” 

Trixie shook her head. “What Feenie means is, we’re not gonna make 
you deal with your dumb sister by yourself!” 

“But she’s my sister . . . that means she’s my responsibility. And it’s 
my store...” 

“Baloney!” said Trixie, parroting one of Papa Roughhouse’s many 
-isms, “She’s your older sister. That’s not your job! Plus, Naven is our 
teacher, so we a// need to keep him safe!” 
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“But...” 

“But nothin!” Trixie huffed. She clapped a hand on Molly’s shoul- 
der again. 

“We're in this together,” Feenie said, grabbing the other. “Friends!” 

“YES, FRIENDS TO THE BITTER END!” Rick loomed over 
them and wrapped his arms around them like an unwanted octopus. 
They all blinked up at him. 

“Um. You can go home if you want,” Trixie said. 

“I have nowhere zo go! I am homeless,” he grinned. “Besides! It seems 
you will be fighting a powerful witch! I made a career out of fighting 
powerful magicians! It was quite literally all that I was allowed to do 
back home!” 

“You've fought witches?” Feenie asked. 

“Yes! Witches. Wizards. Warlocks. Any and all magicians were pitted 
against me in the Colosseum. Locked in brutal combat until one of us 
fell. One after the other, down like dominos. The horrors I have seen. 
The horrors I have committed.” His eyes melted away behind the black of 
his sunglasses. “. .. Anyways! Yes, ?’m quite good at killing witches.” 

“We don’t want to kill her!” Molly exclaimed. Trixie leaned over and 
shot her a look that said Ebb. . . don t we, though? Molly rolled her eyes. 

“I could employ those witch-hunting services!” Feenie said. “Here’s 
my card!” She pulled out a pretty-in-pink business card from her 
purse. It was printed vertically and embossed with gold lettering, both 
of which her graphic designer insisted were top-of-the-line, terribly 
expensive, and absolutely necessary. Rick happily accepted the card and 
immediately popped it into his mouth. He chewed and swallowed. 
Phoenica blinked. Then she produced a second card. Rick took that 
one and ate it in the exact same way. 

“Mmm! Thank you!” he said. 

“Feenie, what are you doing?” Molly asked, _ literally 
¥ Dumb +* founded. 

“lm... not sure,” Phoenica said, reaching into her purse for a 


third card. 
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“Stop.” Trixie suggested. 

“But he’s hungry!” Phoenica patted Rick’s belly like he was a big 
stupid dog. 

“There’s a whole dreamland made a' candy five feet from us!” Trixie 
gestured. 

“But it's barely even dinner time! He can’t eat candy now! He'll spoil 
his appetite!” 

“You are feeding him business cards.” 

“Not just business cards! They’re bubblegum-flavored!” 

“Why! Are? They? Flavored?!?” 

“For safety!” Phoenica put her hands on her hips. “What if I was 
stranded on a desert island and I had nothing to eat but my business 
cards, hmm? What then? The graphic designer insisted on it. That’s 
why we also sprung for the option that turns the card into a signal flare 
when ignited.” 

“Turns the card into a what now?” said Rick, swallowing a third one. 

“Ooookay!” Molly said, grabbing the other three and pushing them 
towards the door. “Thank you guys for the offer, but really, it’s fine, I 
can do this myself!” 

“But Molly, we can help! We’re capable!” Phoenica said, sliding a 
fourth business card into Rick’s mouth. 

“Mmmm! Yum yum yum! Pointy!” 

“Oh ... that’s okay!” Molly winced. “I... I don’t wanna inconve- 
nience you guys!” 

This was . . . mostly true. 

Molly had a terrible fear of hoisting any work onto other people, 
especially when it was something that she felt was her responsibility. 
This was partially out of kindness, but to be honest it mostly stemmed 
from a lack of confidence. After all, she came from a household where 
relying on others to get the job done usually meant someone skipping 
a shift and her going hungry for a few days. Better to burden yourself 
with something and suffer through it than to gamble on someone else’s 
competence. 
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Still, she knew that they wouldn’t give up easily. They were good 
friends, for better or worse. Good friends and Rick. This would take 
some convincing. 

“Okay .. .” Molly began pacing back and forth like a drill sergeant. 
“Rick has never met my sister, so let me explain how this works. My 
sister Lori can shoot us with those magic blast thingies, right? If she ever 
hits you with a spell like that. Ever. Even once! Then you'll get popped 
back outside of the bubble. It doesn’t matter where you are inside of 
the bubble, if you’re hit, then that means that you go all the way back 
to the start.” 

She lifted a fist to the edge of the dream bubble and exploded out 
her fingers. The sphere opened, revealing the cobblestone bridge and 
the garden beyond. 

“It might take us hours to find Lori, but if she hits us one time, then 
we're back at the bridge. My epithet is the only way you can get back into 
the bubble.” She kicked the bubble to demonstrate. Her foot dinged off 
the surface and it echoed like something hollow and iron. “That means 
if any of you guys get knocked out, you'll be stuck outside.” 

“No problem!” Rick smiled, “We can just be friends and I can use 
your power myself!” 

“Oh! ... No.” 

“Now hang on there! You don’t want to miss out on ¢his friend- 
portunity!” he smiled, visibly saddened by the rejection. “Like I said, 
I am a PRO when it comes to defeating witches! Watch! I shall find 
this Hare-idan and save your green man posthaste!” Rick revved back 
and sprinted into the bubble at full gallop. The moment he crossed its 
threshold his body morphed smaller and smaller, flying through the air 
and rolling across the dirt as a cartoonish purple lizard. “NOOOOO!” 
he squeaked. 

“Oh,” Molly said. “That curse was permanent, huh?” 

“NOOOOOOOOO!!! Tam SMALL!!!” Molly sighed and scooped 
Rick up, putting him on her shoulder. “Thank you. Your hoodie is soft. 
I like it.” 
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“Thanks. I like it too... . But I really think I should go in alone! 
This is exactly what I’m talking about! Lori might make you guys small. 
Or worse.” 

“Purple.” Rick nodded. 

“I was thinking more like being dead?” 

“Ah ha ha! Oh, Molly. There are some things that are so much worse 
than death.” His tiny chameleon eyes glowed black. 

“Exactly!” Molly slowly picked him up and brought him back out- 
side the bubble where he immediately transformed back into a human. 
“So ... Because I’m the only one who can use my epithet to become 
immune to the spells, I should go it alone!” She took a step back beyond 
the edge of the bubble. “And since I’m the only one who can open 
these, you guys might get trapped in or out if we got separated! And 
that’s no good. So really you should just—” 

Trixie and Phoenica both stepped a foot into the bubble, correctly 
assuming that Molly was about to close it on them. 

Dang it! 

“Nice try, buster!” Trixie frowned. “Today is our hang out day and 
that’s that.” 

“So we may get thrown out of the bubble or turned into animals,” 
Feenie followed her. “And even if that does happen, well . . . what’s the 
harm? We’ll wind up outside regardless, and this way we’ll get to spend 
a little more time with you!” 

Molly smiled wearily. “You’re just hoping that my sister might turn 
you into a sheep, aren’t you?” 

“That could be an unexpected, but not entirely unwanted perk, yes!” 

Trixie rapped her friend on the shoulder with a friendly bap bap. 
“Just let us help you, ya dingus.” 

The girl in the bear hoodie sighed. She’d lost. Well . . . maybe this 
would be nice? She thought that it was a little selfish of her, but. . . 
maybe it would be a good thing to have her friends along for the ride. 
Who knows, maybe she could actually enjoy what was supposed to be 
her day off. She nodded and gestured inside. 
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“Me too?” Rick asked. His eerie smile stared at them unblinking like 
a mannequin under a streetlamp. Trixie and Phoenica looked to Molly 
for affirmation. She had a better read on people like him than the two 
of them did. 

“Uh... suuure.” 

“Oh goodie!” Rick cried, skipping into the bubble and flying 
through the air as a chameleon again. He bounced across the ground. 
“Wow! Sure would be nice if you transformed from your feet-up instead 
of your center of mass! Haha! Ouch!” 

Trixie leaned into Molly and whispered. “You really want this guy 
around? He seems pretty fishy-suspishy to me. Literally.” 

“Yd rather have him here with us than wandering around the store 
unsupervised.” 

“Hmm...” Trixie thought. “Dassa true.” 

Molly offered Rick the spot on her shoulder again and the group 
traveled over the top of the cobblestone bridge. Trixie looked up at the 
lone lantern hanging above them. It was made of green copper woven 
together in a vine pattern so intricate that from far away it was difh- 
cult to tell that it was metal. She hopped up and bapped the bottom, 
rocking it slightly. 

“Ding! Save point.” 

She leaned over the bridge’s railing and looked into the stream below. 
There was something swimming in it. Little lollipop tadpoles with big 
adorable cartoon eyeballs flicked at the surface of the stream, popping 
bubbles. Trixie skipped down to them and loomed at the edge of the 
water with hungry eyes. The tadpoles squeaked and darted away into 
the shadows. She reached in her hand after them but couldn’t catch any. 

“Huh” She licked at her hand. “. . . Oh, weird! This isn’t water, 
it’s pop! Hey guys, come look at the tadpops!” Feenie popped her head 
over the edge of the bridge. 

“The what?” 

“Tadpops! Tadpole lollipops! They’re swimmin’ around in the sody- 
pop. Tadpops.” 
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“Ooh! Let me see!” Feenie skipped down to the edge of the water, 
being careful not to get any mud on her shoes. “Hmm... Where? I 
can’t see anything, the water is too foggy.” 

“Huh?” Trixie looked down. It was true. The water wasn’t clear 
anymore. Its surface had become milky and opaque. 

Molly looked over the edge and gasped. 

“Look out!” 

Something long and white burst out of the stream and shot up into 
the air like a torpedo. The missile did a double loop, and came to a stop 
overhead. 

“Blugh! You’re back already?!” The witch floated above them, high 
in the sky and far out of reach. She was riding atop a broomstick, but 
instead of straw bristles the end was a giant cottontail. “I told you to 
leave us alone!” 

Trixie backed away from the stream. “She was hiding in the water?!” 

“No,” Molly replied, “I think she can use reflective things like 
portals.” 

“Oh, you noticed?” Lori smiled. “Pretty cool, huh?” Molly’s expres- 
sion remained unchanged. 

“Where are Boss and Naven?” 

“Ugh. As always, you are just the No-Fun Shogun. They’re at my 
hovel! What’s it to you?” 

“Give them back.” 

“Uhh. No?” 

“Um ...” Molly squared her feet and tried to stand in a way that 
made her feel taller and stronger. “When you kidnap my friends, it 
makes me... upset! Sol am... . asserting myself! And I want you to 
give them back!” 

“Good use of I-Feel statements!” Feenie cheered. 

“...Is that more of the dumb speech stuff that Naven taught you?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Well, J feel that my dumb little sister and her friends need to get out 
of my dream bubble. Because when they don’t, it makes me feel angry.” 
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She paused and held her arms out, gesturing to nothing. “Oh! Wow, 
look at that!” The witch tilted her head in a mocking, dopey expression. 
“Youre still here! Because dumb speech stuff doesn t work!” 

“It... it might!” Molly shuffled. 

“Blugh. You complain about me wasting time playing and say that 
youre too busy all the time, but what about your classes? They’re not 
even useful. At least what I’m doing is fun.” 

“Learning zs fun!” Phoenica protested. 

“Shut up Phoenica, oh my god, you are such a nerd.” 

“Hey!” Molly and Trixie shouted in unison. 

“You're so mean!” Molly continued. More venom forced its way 
into her voice. “Maybe if you came to some of our classes you'd actually 
know how to be nice to people!” 

“Hmph. I couldn’t care less what that human grass clipping of a 
teacher thinks about me. But Vincent and I are already hitting it off!” 
she said with a toothy neener-neener smile. “He actually LIKES my 
world! He’s loving his new gargoyle powers, and after I help him out 
with his secret mission ... ?m gonna ask him out on a date!” 

“Ewww ...” Molly and Trixie groaned in unison. 

“Awwwww ...” Phoenica fluttered with a dreamy sigh. The other 
two stared at her. “Er—uh, yes! Q-quite. Ew and such.” Trixie shook 
her head. Phoenica was a hopeless romantic with a capital hopeless. 

Molly let out an exasperated sigh. “.. . Look. Lori.” 

“I told you,” she frowned, “I’m the Hare-idan.” Molly did her best 
to ignore her and continued. 

“... Your bubble is covering half the store. People can’t buy things. 
And if people can’t buy things then we’re not gonna have any money, 
and if we don’t have money then we can’t eat.” 

“Uhh, yes we can? Look around you. This place is literally MADE of 
candy and it goes on for miles.” Molly lowered her eyelids and her tone. 

“~.. You know that’s not how it works.” 

When the agent from child protective services had evaluated their 
home, Lori’s ability to generate food had been a big factor in his 
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decision to let Molly stay. The way he saw it, with Lorelai’s epithet she 
could make whatever necessities their family needed so there was no im- 
mediate concern for Molly’s well-being despite their financial issues. 

What Lorelai and her father hadnt mentioned was that any food 
her sister made disappeared in the stomach before it got digested. Great 
for eating consequence-free candy! Not so great for avoiding starvation. 
Of course, the only one who brought this up was Molly, and nobody 
listens to the twelve-year-old. She was still bitter about it. 

“Look, just...” Molly pinched her temple. “Please? Please give them 
back? We need help. We have a class, and we need help. Not just with 
talking, but... Rick...” 

“Hello!” Rick waved his little lizard hand. 

“He doesn’t have anywhere to go, and maybe Naven would be able 
to take him in. He could at least give him somewhere to stay. Please?” 

“Uh. No.” She put her hands on her hips. “He’s my hostage? How 
am I supposed to prove to Vincent that I’m evil if I don’t even have a 
hostage?” 

“BY MAKING ONE YOURSELF, YOU BIG IDIOT!” 

Molly’s tiny frame exploded. Words shot out of her so hard and fast 
that Rick nearly flew off her shoulders. 

“You can make anything you WANT! Just make up a fake hos- 
tage, because it DOESN’T MATTER! NOTHING here MATTERS! 
YOUR STUPID GAME DOESN’T MATTER, BECAUSE IT’S 
NOT REAL, LORELAI!” 

The world went silent. That choking kind of silence that feels like it 
needs to be cut with a knife. Molly regretted what she said the instant 
it was out of her. She felt bad. Like a deflated balloon. She looked at 
her friends. They were staring at her, wide-eyed. She never shouted like 
that. Not ever. Why did she pick NOW of all times to let it come out? 
Blood rushed to her face in embarrassment and she tried to scrunch 
back her hoodie. 

“... Okay.” Lori spoke, her voice quiet and mean. “First of all, I told 
you that my name is the Hare-idan. I just wanted to play .. . but I guess 
somebody always has to be the bad guy.” She adjusted her hat low over 
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her eyes. “Fine. Fine! You wanna be the bad guy? Fine. I can’t stop you 
from coming into my bubble . . . but that doesn’t mean that I have to 
1” 


make it easy for you 
She lifted her wand in the air and cast the largest spell yet: 


“Your hearts are so ugly and you always bug me! 
I don’t want to hear it... let form reflect SPIRIT~!” 


Hot, angry magic began raining down on the girls like meteors. 
Molly’s priority split. She was the only one who could block the incom- 
ing attacks, but Phoenica and Trixie were standing on opposite sides! 
She feinted one way, then the other, locked in indecision. Chasing two 
rabbits and catching none. 

With a little yelp, shooting stars collided into her friends, helpless 
and hurt, all because she let them come along with her. All because she 
made her sister mad. When the biggest star of all rained down from the 
heavens, Molly didn’t even dodge it. She felt like she deserved it. For 
speaking up. For getting angry. 

She wasn’t supposed to get angry. 

This was her fault. 

She didn’t hear what Lorelai said to her as the witch dived back into 
the water. She didn’t feel herself begin to change as the spell took effect. 
Molly didn’t even notice that her body had become as small as she felt. A 
little gnat. Nothing more than a tiny brown puffball with little itty bitty 
wings and two big round, sad eyes, floating alone above the bridge. 


“Molly... !” 
“Molly!!!” 
She blinked out of dissociation. 


Trixie and Feenie were there in front of her, except that their propor- 
tions were wrong. They were larger than she was now, but at the same 
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time far too small. She got a better look at them as her brain came 
back into focus. 

Her two friends had been morphed into some sort of small fae crea- 
tures. Maybe a fairy or a pixie or something. Feenie’s long blonde hair 
was now adorned with a golden halo and she was held aloft by lace wings 
that looked as though they'd been fashioned out of a frilled doily. 

Trixie had wings too, but hers were intricate and bent like an iron 
fence at a graveyard. She wore a black reaper hoodie with teeny horns 
popping out of her pink hair like glow sticks and a long, thin tail shaped 
like an arrow. A little neon imp. Her one eye was huge and cutesy. The 
two of them looked like they belonged on the top of a Christmas tree 
or a wedding cake. 

Rick—behind them—was still a lizard. He was the largest of them 
now. The girls fretted over Molly, wanting to help but hesitant to touch 
her. She was .. . so small .. . barely more than a dust speck with wings. 

“Are you okay?” Trixie asked. 

She wasn’t okay. 

She felt so tiny. 

The world around her had become endlessly enormous and the 
cobblestone bridge was now a miles-long parking lot. She felt terrible. 
But... 

She thought about her friends, transformed by her failures. She 
thought about her teacher who had been kidnapped by a witch. She 
thought about her Boss, in danger of falling under her sister’s spell. 

She had people to help. She had a job to do. 

It didn’t matter how she felt. 

Trixie and Phoenica craned their heads upwards as the little dust 
speck that was their friend glowed with an inscribed light and Molly 
slowly grew back into her regular size. 

“I'm sorry,” she said, offering them a pathetically weak smile. The 
kind of smile you might flash in front of a firing line. “I can use my own 
epithet to keep myself in normal form, but .. . I think ll get too tired 
if I use it on more than one person. You guys can ride on my shoulders, 
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if you want? ... Sorry.” The others frowned. They landed on one 
shoulder each. Phoenica patted her softly. 

“Molly...” 

“THANK YOU FOR THE RIDE!” Rick said, climbing directly 
into her hair. He poked his head out of the front of her afro like a bird 
in a cuckoo clock. “Man! I’ve met a lot of witches in my time, but this 
one’s a real jerk!” Molly burst into an unexpected snort-laugh. His com- 
ment had popped the tension like a balloon and thankfully the noise it 
made was funny. 

“She .. . zsa little frustrating” 

“She’s a LOTTLE frustrating,” Trixie clarified. 

“Axolotl frustrating,” Feenie concluded. 

“What is that?” Rick asked, awkwardly crawling across part of 
Molly’s face. “Why do you say that?” 

“Oh, uh...” Molly winced as he nearly stepped in her eyeball. “It’s 
just a thing that we say.” She thought back on it. The Neo Trio had 
used that as a stock phrase for months now. It was just one of those 
sayings that one friend in a group starts using and then everyone adopts 
it before you even realize it. She couldn’t remember which of the three 
of them had originated this one though. 

“Can J say it?” Rick blinked one eye at a time and smiled an off-kilter 
lizard smile. 

Molly and Feenie fumbled around with awkward nonverbals until 
Trixie definitively told him “No.” She asserted that that was thezr thing. 
The other two breathed a quiet sigh of relief. They didn’t want to be 
mean, but they agreed. It wasn’t a lot, but it was theirs. 

Molly stiffened her shoulders, gripped the straps of her backpack, 
and tried to stand up as straight as she could. “Well . . . we'd better get 
going. With only me to carry you this is going to be kind of a long trip.” 

“It’s okay!” Feenie reassured her, “We can fly now!” 

“Heeeey,” Trixie crossed her arms, “How come she made you the 
angel?” 
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“Is there a reason I wouldn’t qualify as an angel?” Phoenica looked 
genuinely concerned, like she might be in trouble. “Besides, you got the 
neat little glowy-glow horns!” 

“Glowy-glow horns’... ?” Trixie floated over the river to look at her 
reflection. “Whooooa! Look at that!!! And my tail and wings glow too!” 
She struck the tail like a whip and it cracked against the air. She snapped 
it into different bent positions and it began to glow even brighter. 
“Whoaaaa GLOW STICK TAIL!” 

Molly reached over the edge of the bridge and scooped Trixie 
back onto her shoulder like she was cradling a baby bird. “We gotta 
remember to stay away from reflective surfaces, okay? Lori can watch us 
through those.” 

“Oooh, yeah. Roger dodger!” Imp Trixie gave a tiny salute and hid 
behind Molly’s head, peaking out like a soldier scouting in a bush. 

“So, which way should we go?” Fairy Phoenica made little twinkling 
bell sounds as she flew about. 

“Just forwards, I think,” Molly replied. “I saw smoke really far in the 
distance up ahead of us earlier. That’s probably where she is.” 

“Ooh! I know!” said Rick, hopping onto the ground. “Let’s make a 
game out of it! First one there is the winner!” He began to scuttle off 
down the path as fast as his scaly purple feet would take him, which was 
no miles an hour. “HNNNNNG. ?’M GOING TO WIN!!!” The three 
girls laughed at Rick’s embarrassingly sincere attempt to race them. 
Molly caught up to him immediately and scooped him back up into her 
hair. “Technically if I shoot my tongue out before we get there, I still 
win,” he said. 

Trixie floated upwards to scout above the treeline. “So. Whaddaya 
think Lorelai’s house is gonna look like? A big jerk factory?” 

“What does a jerk factory look like?” Feenie mused. 

“Probably some kinda big smokey-joe man lying on the ground with 
a big ol’ cigar for the smokestack.” Trixie mimed a puff of smoke. 

“I don’t think it'll be a jerk factory,” Molly chuckled. “Knowing my 
sister? It'll probably be bunny-shaped and made out of carrot cake or 
something stupid like that.” 
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And with that, the quartet of strange invaders walked off into the 
vast unknown world before them, no real idea of what they might 


encounter. 


CHAPTER 4 


From the Heart 


Deep within the heart of the Ambleglow Bramble was a witch’s hut. 
It was a small, bunny-shaped building made out of carrot cake or some- 
thing stupid like that, and it was known to the denizens of this world as 
the Hare-idan’s Hovel. 

The hovel stood tall over the surrounding garden with layers of 
cake brick and frosting mortar, its walls growing wider the higher they 
climbed. Atop the building was a conical roof with two twin chimneys 
that were, of course, shaped like bunny ears, with a third little chimney 
shooting out of the back that looked like a tail. The whole top half was 
styled like a giant witch’s hat matching the one on Lori’s head. 

The building was chock full of magic, but most magical of all was a 
room that the witch had named The Cauldratorium—a laboratory with 
an enormous cauldron that spewed endless smoke from atop a winding 
staircase. The hovel’s beating heart. 

Tinctures and tonics bubbled against the walls in an oversaturated 
rainbow of colors and flavors. Halloweeny oranges, radioactive greens, 
bubblegum pinks, and raspberries so blue that the word would legally 
have to be spelled with two Zs if you put it on a package. Razzberry. 
Every potion had a strong, candy-coated scent that mixed together in 
multicolored clouds at the top of the room, turning the place into one 
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big screaming fog of nose blindness. It was like sniffing an exclamation 
point. 

The room was octagonal in shape and full-length mirrors twinkled 
on every wall, reflecting the image of the cauldron at the center like 
a solar cooker. Every mirror had a slightly different shape and outline. 
The one with the frame shaped like a frog at the top began to ripple and 
the Hare-idan floated in on her broomstick, dismounting and dusting 
herself off. 

Ugh. So annoying. 

“Oh, you’re back!” Vincent Murder popped his head up from over 
the edge of the cauldron. He leapt over the podium and glided down to 
her level with his new gargoyle wings. 

Before her little sister had interrupted things, the two of them had 
been playing together. Mixing potions, writing spells, that sort of thing. 
Vincent was a real natural at this! Normally when she was inside her 
dream bubbles she had to come up with all the story beats herself, but 
Vincent could rattle off ideas for curses and bad guys and monsters like 
a machine gun. She almost had trouble keeping up, and she loved that. 
It was like a performance, and this Vincent guy made for a great audi- 
ence! Playing real-life make-believe was way more fun when you had 
someone there to bounce ideas off of. Someone who’s reactions could 
surprise you. 

Her new scene partner hit the floor and stretched out his wings. 
“Did you deal with that thing that was bugging you?” 

She flipped her expression into something sunny. “Yeah, it was no 
big deal!” Giovanni looked her up and down and his eyes widened. 

“Whoa! Hang on,” he said. “You don’t have a reflection!” He tapped 
the mirror behind her, which displayed only her broom. “Rad! Wait... 
Are you a vampire!? If you’re a vampire you have to tell me. That’s the 
vampire rules.” 

“I could be,” Lori grinned and two sharp fangs popped into her 
smile. She hissed and made little vampire claws with her hands. 

“Whoa-ho! That’s SO COOL!” 
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Lorelai beamed. She was trying to ride the line between sexy and cute 
and she was pretty sure that she was doing a good job of it. She hadn’t 
tried flirting with a real boy in... 

Gosh, it had been a long time. 

A really long time. 

“So what’s it like not having a reflection?” he asked. “How do you 
brush your teeth?” 

“Nevermind that,” she said, leading him out of the room. “So, how 
are you liking your powers?” 

“Oh, they’re awesome! Gargoyles are super underrated. Can you be- 
lieve that there are like, zero gargoyle horror movies? What a waste.” 

“It looks good on you!” she smiled. “But . . . are you sure that you 
don’t want me to spice up your costume a bit?” 

“Nahhh, it’s more fun to wear somethin’ I made myself.” This 
was the third time she’d offered since arriving in the bubble. The only 
addition to his costume that Lorelai had been able to sell him on so far 
was a glowing effect where his stone body crackled like a lava flow when 
he flexed. Lori was very happy with this addition. It gave him an excuse 
to flex! In her experience there was no better cure for a sour mood than 
a healthy dose of Cute Boy™. 

“So!” she skipped and turned on her heel, “Now that the annoying 
stuff is taken care of . . . how about you tell me about that secret evil 
plan of yours?” 

He crossed his arms and made a game show wrong answer noise. 
“Ehhhnk! Sorry! Minion ears only! I'd be happy to tell you if you pass 
the minion exam, though.” 

Dangit. She was hoping that he’d forgotten about that. Oh well, 
nothing for it. 

“Yeah, that sounds super fun! What do I have to do?” 

“T’ve got the perfect test!” he smiled. “In fact, it’s exactly the same as the 
first phase of the secret mission! Follow me to... THE KITCHEN!!!” 
He draped his cape over his stony claw and walked forward with big 
lurching steps down the stairs like a Dracula. Lori snapped her fingers 
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and lightning flashed through the windows. Giovanni clapped. “Ooh! 
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Hang on, hang on! Do that again!” He straightened his back and cleared 
his throat. Then, again, in an even more eeevil voice he said: 

“Follow me...to THE KITCHEN!!!” 

Lightning! Ker-plow, plow!!! 

Lorelai wiggled her fingers in the air and then smashed them down 
against the keys of an invisible piano. The booming sounds of a moan- 
ing pipe organ exploded out from the walls around them, dancing notes 
harmonizing with the lightning like a cheesy black and white monster 
movie. Giovanni cackled and resumed his cartoony lunge-walk into the 
kitchen with Lorelai tip-toeing behind him. 

“Behold!!!” he flung out his cape! “The kitchen!!!” Lori accented his 
gesture with another organ sting. 

The kitchen didn’t really deserve it. Unlike the rest of the hovel 
which was lined with potions and ingredients, this kitchen was innocu- 
ous. Quaint, even. 

There were no magic gizmos, no sparkling doo-dads, just a humble 
kitchen with even ceramic tiles and a picnic blanket over the table. Bun- 
nies and bears danced in painted parades across the countertops and on 
oven mitts and towels. Honeyed sunshine poured into the room and 
painted it yellow. Compared to the rest of the hovel, the kitchen almost 
felt like something from another time. A dollhouse moment encased in 
amber with love and care. 

There was just one thing out of place. 

Lorelai looked over at the table. 

“What are you doing here?” she frowned. 

In the center of the table was an ornate, golden bird cage. It had 
interlocking vine patterns on it, similar to the lantern that hung over 
the cobblestone bridge, only instead of light inside there was Naven. He 
had been transformed into a pixie with four iridescent wings sticking 
out of his back like a dragonfly. 

“Hello, Miss Blyndeff,” he said, crossing his legs and leaning back 
in his tiny recliner. "If I recall, I believe you kidnapped me for, quote, 
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‘ransom and stuff 
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“No, I mean how did you get in here? I left your cage in the 
Cauldratorium.” 

“Oh! Mr. Murder took me on a little tour around the hovel. Nice 
young man! Quite accomplished as a villain, too! Did you know that he 
was the one who broke into the Sweet Jazz museum? Told me all about 
it. Took the time to brew me some tea, too.” He took a little sip from a 
toy teacup that had been taken from a nearby doll house. “Now that’s 
what I call a proper host.” 

Lorelai flicked her wand and the toy tea set upended itself out of 
Naven’s hands. The kettle flew out of the cage, flipped upside-down, 
and. spilled out its entire contents onto the countertop, which was 
exactly two drops. 

“You're not supposed to be enjoying yourself,” she said. “You’re a 
prisoner in the Hare-idan’s Hovel. The prettiest witch in the Amble- 
glow Bramble! You’re supposed to be scared!” 

Naven gave a thoughtful glance towards the air in front of him. 

“Hmm. That may be. But still, ’'d be careful how you treat me! I 
am a valuable hostage, after all. And I believe that you are still being 
evaluated.” Lorelai turned and looked at Giovanni who was writing 
something down in a tiny notebook. Lori stammered. Had she done 
something wrong? She thought that tormenting a hostage was pretty 
villain-y! Naven rose from his chair and fluttered his wings. 

“Take a look here, for instance,” he said. “Now—and I don’t mean 
to be a nitpicker, but—the gaps in this cage are awfully large. I can just 
fly right out. See?” He lazily floated outside the bounds of the cage, 
grabbed the tea set, and returned to his seat, placing them upright on 
his little lattice garden table. He held the cup aloft. “Refill?” 

Lorelai scrunched up her face and swirled her wand. The cup filled 
to the brim. 

“.. No potson.” 

She frowned. Her wand flicked in a circle and the color changed to a 
lighter shade of brown. 

“Thank you.” He sipped. 
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Giovanni wrote something else down in his notebook. Lorelai tried 
to lean over for an unsubtle look but Giovanni bounded out of the way 
like a human rubber band. 

“Ah ah ah! No peeking! Your job is to complete your secret mission 
while demonstrating the most important quality a minion can have!” 

“You said that before, when we met. It’s being evil, right?” 

“Mmm...” Giovanni avoided eye contact. 

“Who can say?” Naven shrugged in a noncommittal way. 

Lori stuck her tongue out at him. “You be quiet. You’re not a part 
of this.” 

“Oh, but I very much am! Mr. Murder has invited me to be his 
second judge.” 

“What? What?! Why!?” She turned towards Giovanni like he had 
betrayed her. “What does this guy know about being evil?” 

“Oh, you might be surprised,” Naven swirled the tea in his cup. “I 
am a CEO, after all. And some of us can be rather nasty.” 
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“Haha, yeah! Screw capitalism!” Giovanni danced. 

“Yes, yes, screw me.” Naven sipped, returning to his doll-sized mag- 
azine. It had only two pages with no words on either of them besides 
FASHION! printed in big letters on a sticker, but he seemed content 
with it. “What’s more, Mr. Murder has informed me about that most 
important quality that he'll be looking for. At the end of the challenge 
the two of us will confer and decide whether or not you fit the bill. So 
it would seem that your fate rests in my tiny, tiny hands~” He tilted his 
head and smiled at her. Lori imagined herself squishing him into paste. 

“Alright . . .” she crossed her arms. “So, what’s this test?” 

“Ah, yes! The assignment!” Giovanni put away his notebook. “Dr- 
rrum roll, please~!” Lori gave a lazy wave of the hand and an invisible 
drummer began non-diegetically rat-a-tat-tatting. Giovanni threw out 
his arms and posed with each syllable: 

“Your MISSION!... IS!... to MAKE!!!... Some cookies!” 

Lorelai blinked. “Cookies?” 

“Yep.” 

“For real?” 
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“For really real.” 

“... Okay.” Lorelai snapped her fingers and a plate of hot steaming 
cookies twinkled into existence, evenly spaced on a spic-and-span baking 
sheet. Steam wafted off of them with a chocolatey scent so heavenly it 
could’ve lifted a cartoon character and carried them through an open 
window. “All done. Mission complete.” 

“No, no, no!” 


the HEART!” 


Lori blinked twice. She snapped her fingers and her own cartoon 


Giovanni waved. “Ya gotta make REAL cookies. From 


heart popped out of her chest, leaving a heart-shaped hole. It sprouted 
little rubber hose arms and legs and produced an identical plate of 
cookies from hammerspace, honkey-tonking across the table and doing 
a little jazz hands. 

“Ta-da~!” it said, with razzle-dazzle flair. 

“No! Terrifying. But no! Let’s put that thing back.” He grabbed her 
heart and it fluttered. “Whoa. Careful there, little fella.” Lori flushed. 
She took the heart back from him, plugging it into her chest like a cork 
in a bottleneck. “Haha, your powers are so weird.” He smiled at her in 
a warm, lopsided, genuine way. She was glad he’d taken his helmet off. 
His eyes were sharp, but there was a strange softness to them. Like they 
were fully focused on what you had to say and they wanted to hear you 
say it. She wasn’t used to people looking at her like that. 

Her heart fluttered again. 

She flipped away from him so he wouldn’t see it literally banging 
against her chest, a prisoner desperate for human contact. 

“W-What do you mean by ‘from the heart?’, exactly?” 

“Y’know! Something that only you can make! It doesn’t have to be 
good, per say. But it has to be YOU! You have to mean it, y know?” 

She didn’t. 

He tapped his foot and tried to find the right words. 

“Like . . . Okay! If you sing your ‘Heart Song’, that means it's 
coming from deep inside. Like, even if it SUCKS you gotta sing it! It 
doesn’t matter what other people think, but it’s gotta come out because 
you're in the flow and it’s YOOUUUUUUU~!” He sang the last part. 
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It sucked out loud. But she couldn’t help but like it and let out a 
little laugh. 

“Okay ...so... how do I do that with cookies?” 

“Well, first you take a good recipe, which I just so happen to have.” 
He ripped the page he had been scribbling on out of his notebook. 
It was a recipe for a batch of three dozen chocolate chip cookies. He 
handed it to her. “And now all YOU need to do is put your own twist 
on it!” He gestured to the oven. “You have one hour!” 


“Aaaaaand begin!” 


CHAPTER 5 


Love Spell 


The Neo Trio—plus one purple lizard—made their way down the 
path closer and closer to Lorelai’s hovel. 

It had taken them a bit of time, but without too much difficulty 
they'd made it back to the summery forest where Lorelai had first am- 
bushed them. The woods were beautiful to look at, but Molly couldn’t 
help but feel exposed. The slender white trunks of the trees were too 
thin to provide any cover and the eye-shaped knotholes on the aspen 
bark gave her the feeling that they were being watched. She could’ve 
sworn she saw one of them blink... 

Crash!!! 

Her heart spiked through her chest. There was a loud shattering 
noise just ahead of them in the forest. She looked around for the source 
of the sound and saw Trixie fluttering towards them. She was carrying a 
small armful of candy rocks. 

“Broke the mirror,” she saluted. 

Oh... right... there was a mirror on one of the trees here, wasn’t there? 

Trixie had been flying in and out of sight, flitting back and forth and 
collecting different pieces of candy. She was too small to carry them her- 
self now, so once she found an armful of good ones she would return 
to basecamp (Molly) and toss them into storage (Molly’s hoodie). 
Candy apples, candy corn, and something called a chocolate truffle that 
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Phoenica identified as being very valuable. It was like a mushroom or 
something? Molly had never seen one before. 

She was worried that Trixie might get attacked while she was out 
on her own. She was worried about a lot of things. What if one of her 
companions got hurt? What if she messed up again when she found 
Lorelai? What if— 

A strange sensation cut through her anxiety. 

Rick was scuttling through her afro and walking across the top of 
her head with his little alien karate chop hands. Grabby grabby plungers 
gripping and upgripping her skin. The feeling was so completely weird 
that it actually snapped her back from her worries, like biting into a 
lemon in the middle of a panic attack. 

She took a deep breath . . . in for five seconds... and out. 

Another. 

In... and out. 

Habbh... 

This was another trick that Naven had taught her. It wasn’t a speech 
lesson, just a life tip. He said he used it when he was feeling over- 
whelmed (which he admitted was often). It worked pretty well! 

The air was sweet and vanilla. The breeze was soft. This world was 
nice. She didn’t have time to play, but... 

... Lhis could be real, for now. 

The path cookie-crunched beneath their feet as birds sang overhead. 
Trixie kept a sharp, singular eye out for both candy and any mirrors that 
Lorelai might be able to use as a portal. There were none in this part of 
the woods, but she did notice a faint buzzing sound. Beehives in greater 
and greater numbers on the branches overhead. As the group wandered 
deeper into the forest the hives grew larger and more intricate, stretch- 
ing and twisting into strange shapes across the trees like archways for 
them to walk under. 

Tiny multicolored flowers grew across the forest floor like confetti, 
sprouting up from patches of sunlight and only in patches of sunlight. 
The flowers swayed with the dapple, stopping hard when they met the 
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shadow’s edge. Honeybees danced to and fro, kissing the petals before 
flying away. 

“Look!” Feenie pointed up into the trees. “That beehive looks like a 
big letter M!” Indeed, up just ahead of them was a trio of aspen trees all 
linked together by a pair of two large honeycomb archways. The group 
passed underneath it, gazing up in wonder. All of the hives here looked 
a bit like letters, come to think of it. There was a “J”. And over there 
was a “Q”! 

Ahead of them was the most massive hive of all: An enormous wall 
of interlocking, honeycomb cells that rose up fifteen feet tall and cut 
the forest clean in two with a large gate. The gate was at the far edge 
of a large clearing. Sunlight shone openly and unafraid through the 
trees and flowers exploded from the ground anywhere they could find 
the room. Molly pushed softly through the flowers, being sure to brush 
them aside with her feet instead of stepping on any of them. The bees 
working nearby politely scooted out of their way. 

Most of the kids in their class were terrified of bees, but not the 
Neo Trio. 

Trixie thought that bees (and most bugs) were cute. Bumblebees 
were fluffy, which was the only requirement that Phoenica needed to 
fall in love with an animal. Molly had been taught by a certain someone 
that bees were hard workers and they should be respected. Rick didn’t 
know what a bee was, but given the lack of reaction from the others he 
assumed they were harmless—though his new lizard instincts were also 
telling him that they might be delicious. 

“My goodness!” Feenie spun in midair, jingling pixie dust behind 
her. “This place almost looks like some kind of apiary!” 

An odd, warbling voice spoke up from somewhere. 

“Apiary,” it said. “A-P-I-A-R-Y.” The girls looked for the source of 
the voice. “Over here,” it called, somewhat impatiently. 

There was a creature sitting in front of the gate, lounging on a 
banana-shaped hive like an ornate drinking room sofa. The voice came 
from a large, elongated bee-like insect with a glinting monocle 
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and mortarboard cap atop its head. It had a long, teardrop-shaped 
nose and droopy, condescending eyes that made it look rather like a 
disappointed puppet. 

“Hello!” Feenie waved. The creature stuck its nose up at her. 

“Hmmmmm. You are not supposed to bee here.” 

Molly sighed with a weary expression. 

“You work for my sister then?” 

She had trudged through Lori’s worlds a million times now and this 
sort of thing happened in basically every single one of them. Lori loved 
her little mznibosses. Molly thought they were annoying. 

“Of course J work for the Hare-idan,” the Bee said. “Everybody 
who’s anybody does! She gives us life! And she has given us specific 
instructions not to let you go any further!” The bug curled its long 
abdomen in front of itself and grabbed the tip of its stinger, holding it 
out and extending it into a long, sharp line like a schoolmarm with a 
chalkboard pointer. 

“J am a Spelling Bee. And the only way to pass through this 
door...” it tapped on the gate with its stinger. “.. . Is to prove your 
knowledge. This is the Hexicon. A magic door containing all words 
known to man and several known to bees. That’s Hexicon. H-E-X-I-C- 
O-N.” The door was made up of interlocking honeycomb tiles. Each 
tile had a black center, but as the bee spelled out the door’s name they 
began to light up, one letter in each space, like the set of a gameshow 
introducing itself. 

“Oh, I get it!” Feenie hopped, “Hexicon! Like ‘lexicon’, but with a 
hex! As in ‘hexagonal’, because the honeycombs have six sides!” 

The bee tapped the pointer in its hand. “Oh... I see. You must be 
the little know-it-all the Hare-idan warned us about. Yes, she was quite 
cross with you for mocking her title.” 

“I simply pointed out the definition of the word... .” 

“We are not concerned with the definitions of words here, only their 
spellings! Now! If you want to pass you will have to spell one... 
two... no, three words of my choosing! Only then will the gate open!” 
Every tile on the gate flashed in a pattern between yellow, black, and 
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orange. A musical jingle played from somewhere and the letters R-O- 
U-N-D O-N-E-! appeared at the top. 

“This is stupid. I’m just gonna destroy it.” Molly covered her arm 
in »% Dumb» energy and walked over to the door to blow the entire 
thing up. 

“No! No, no no no no no no!!!” The Spelling Bee hopped up and 
scooted backward so fast that it almost fell off its seat. In the real world 
Molly’s epithet was harmless, but here she was a walking bulldozer 
that could destroy anything she touched. “Stop! Stop! That is ABSO- 
LUTELY against the rules!” 

“So what? You can’t do anything to me.” Molly rolled up her sleeve 
and closed the distance. 

“We may not be able to do anything to you, you gollumpus! But 
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your friends there are quite stingable!” Every single bee buzzing around 
the clearing whirled in place and brandished their stingers in unison. 
The stingers were heavier and longer than the bees themselves, as if each 
of them had been hiding a switchblade in their soft fuzzy bodies like a 
claw in a kitten paw. “Try anything funny, and that’s our cwe to attack!” 
Molly lowered her arm. The other bees slowly went back to their busi- 
ness but they were side-eying Molly like bouncers in a casino. 

She frowned. This was exactly the type of thing she was expecting 
when she asked Feenie and Trixie not to come. If they were here then 
they could be threatened, and that meant she couldn’t do her job of 
stopping her sister because she had to do her OTHER job of keeping 
them safe. Sigh... 

“That’s alright, Molly!” Feenie said, sensing her friend’s distress. “I 
actually want to play! This seems like fun!” 

“Hmph. We shall see,” said the bee, regaining its smug composure. 
“And remember! No cheating. Or else!” 

Rick popped out of Molly’s afro like a friendly neighbor leaning out 
a window. “Would arcane knowledge from beyond the pale count as 
cheating?” 

“Yes.” 
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“Darn! I have been explicitly told that I am not allowed to be a 
cheater of the pumpkin-eater variety. Well, good luck, Phoenica!” 

“Proud of you, Rick!” she smiled. “Okay! How do I play?” 

“T will give you a word. You will spell it, letter by letter. If you succeed, 
then you may pass.” The bee’s expression darkened. It stopped putting 
the emphasis on the letters. “. .. But if you fail, then you will be booted 
out of the Ambleglow Bramble . . . permanently.” 

“Okay, sounds fun!” she smiled. “What’s the first word?” 

“Your first word is .. .“Onomatopoeia’. As in—” 

“O-N-O-M-A-T-O-P-O-E-I-A!” She rattled off letters like a machine 
gun and they appeared rapidly across the panels of the Hexicon, glowing 
green when assembled together. The letters flickered away and “C-O-R- 
R-E-C-T-!” appeared in their place, flashing happily as applause played 
from somewhere unseen. 

The bee was speechless. It didn’t think she’d be able to spell the word 
at all, let alone so quickly! Why, even the Hare-idan herself had trouble 
spelling that word! The Spelling Bee had been instructed to start with 
the hardest word she knew . . . and this little fairy had blown right 
through it! Its puppety mouth hung agape. 

“H-how did you do that?” 

“With my mouth!” she said. “And my brain!” 

“Not physically!” 

“Oh! I use a nemembo.” 

“A what?” 

The Spelling Bee turned back to look at the Hexicon for help but 
it simply responded with a giant “?” 
database. 


Clearly that word wasn’t in its 


“Oh, I’m sorry! I meant a mnemonic device! Like a little rhyme to 
help me remember things! Trixie and I call them ‘nemembos’.” 

“Cause they help you re-membo.” Trixie clarified. This was a word 
Trixie came up with when she and Feenie did homework together be- 
cause she could never re-emembo the word mnemonic. Mnemonic was a 
stupid word anyways. Why was there an M at the front of it? Did the 


letter get lost? Or rather, most? 
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The bee blinked. “Wh... What is your nemembo for onomatopoeia?” 


|? 


“Oh, that’s easy!” Feenie cleared her throat. 


“Onomato-Poe-Ayy-Eye-Uh 
No tomato, wouldn’t buy ya. 
Poe’s our friend to start the day 
Then we end with I and A” 


The bee blinked again. 

“How does that help?” 

“Well . . . the tomato is because of the M-A-T-O. You don’t buy the 
tomato because it’s missing a T-O at the start, so it’s a bad tomato! Poe 
is there because Poe is ‘P-O-E’, and then you end with ‘T and ‘A’! And 
the rest rhymes! Easy!” The bee looked at her, flabbergasted. 

“You're out of your league, bee,” Trixie sighed, “She’s gota nemembo 
for everything and they never make any sense.” 

“They make sense!” Phoenica pouted. 

“Name the animal science names,” Trixie demanded. 

“Do you mean taxonomic rank?” 

“Yeah, that one.” 

“Domain, Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species. 
Why?” 

“And what’s your nemembo for that?” 

“In the Mazn hall sat the Kingly principal. In science Class, when 
Ordered to do an experiment, a Family of Geniuses will always produce 
the best Specimen.” 

“I think you missed one?” 

“Oh, Phylum isn’t in the nemembo. I just remember Phylum. That 
one’s easy.” 

Trixie gestured at Phoenica like she was a sideshow circus act. 
Phoenica smiled a dopey, open-mouthed grin. Yay! She was impressing 
her friends! Good job Phoenica! 

When it came to deductive reasoning Phoenica was an absolute dope, 
no question about it. But in terms of academic knowledge? She was 
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unmatched. Feenie absorbed every book she could get her hands on like 
a sponge and the girl had a photographic memory. Most importantly of 
all, Phoenica had a sincere, unmitigated love of learning. She collected 
knowledge the way other kids collected trading cards. Phoenica’s idea of 
a fun Friday night was tucking into a pillow fort in her pajamas with a 
reading lamp and a farmer’s almanac. Oh boy! Facts! 

Feenie spun in the air and fluttered her lace wings in triumph, then 
lowered. herself onto a nearby beehive box like it was a game show 
podium. Her eyes sparkled. 

“So! What’s the second word?” 

The bee stared at her, terrified. 

“Aren’t you twelve?” 

“And a half,” Phoenica added. This was a very big deal to Phoenica. 
Molly and Trixie rolled their eyes. Molly was actually older than 
Phoenica but Molly never said “and a half”. “And a half” was an amount 
that only mattered to little kids. Kind of like how if you ask someone 
their height and they bother to clarify “and a half” after the inch count, 
it’s a guarantee that they’re short. 

The Spelling Bee was also coming up short. 

It had already played its ace in the hole and she had torn through 
it like tissue paper! What else could the bee throw at this marshmallow 
monster in front of it!? 

.. Oh. 

Perhaps . . . a word with multiple spellings! Yes, that could work! 
No matter which one the girl chose, the bee would be able to claim the 
other spelling was the correct one and that she was wrong! Perfect! The 
creature cleared its throat. 

“A-hem hem hemmmmm ... Your next word. Is... doughnut.” 

“Donut!” Feenie peeped. “D-O-N-U-T!” 

Hah! \t had her now! The bitter bee raised one of its six hands 
to smash the button next to him, ending the game and ridding these 
invaders from his mistress’s world once and for—! 

“—also spelled: “D-O-U-G-H-N-U-T! Doughnut!” The bee’s tarsus 
froze just above the eject button. Poppycock! 
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“B-B-But. .. which of the two spellings is correct?’ it leaned forward, 
desperately. 

“Both are correct!” she said. “Language is an ever-changing tool 
meant to help us communicate with each other! If a word changes over 
time, either in its spelling or its meaning, we should embrace it! Because 
the goal of language is ease of communication!” 

This was objectively the right answer. The bee shook its furry little 
fist in rage. Ooh! The monocle on its face was liable to pop off! Phoenica 
was loving this, and that made the insect even angrier. “Final round!” 
she beamed. “What’s the last word?” 

“The last word ... uh ...” The bee started to sweat. “Y-you have 
to... guess!” 

“Huh?” 

“G-Guess what word I’m thinking of! Then spell it!” 

“But... but that’s not fair! You changed the rules!” 

“Go on! Guess! Guess the word!” 

“Destroy,” Molly suggested, rolling up her sleeve and preparing to 
clock the bee. 

“Agh! N-none of that! Lest my bees have their way with you!” The 
swarm leveled their stingers again. 

“We're not that far into the bubble,” Molly shrugged. “It only takes 
about ten minutes to walk here. If we get booted out we can come right 
back in. Plus I can reduce the sting damage. But if I bop you once, 
you're gone for good.” She held her tiny little paw up and mimed a 
knocking motion. “Bop.” 

“T-The Hare-idan will restore me!” 

“I can pretty much guarantee that she won't,” she sighed. “She 
almost never brings back a toy once she’s broken it.” 

Trixie flew up to Molly’s side and flipped her reaper hoodie over her 
head. The glow from her wings and tail lit her face from below and gave 
her a surprisingly creepy aura. She sneered. “You really wanna try it?” 

TE ua 
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“Make the game fair and stop changing the rules, or. . .” Molly held 
her hand out over a flower and deleted exactly one petal from existence. 
She looked at him flatly. “We'll get’cha.” The bee squirmed on its hive. 

“V-Very well,” the Spelling Bee exclaimed, “On my honor as a spelle- 
dictorian, once the rules are set I shall not change them again! I swear it 
on all the flowers in this grove! On every Sweet P, every I-ris, every 
R-O-se, which are like roses but round with a hole in the middle, 
every—” 

“Okay, we get it, go.” 

“Excellent!” 

The bee clapped its hands together. 

“In the final round, our roles will be reversed! Your challenge will be 
to find a word... . that J cannot spell! But keep in mind, I will have full 
access to the Hexicon! And it contains every word known to Lee.” Its 
lips twisted into a milk-curdling sneer of self-satisfaction. 

They hadn’t figured it out yet . . . the fools! 

The six-sided monocle on the bee’s eye flashed. Had they been just 
a little bit closer they might’ve seen a small reflection on the other side, 
Lorelai, sitting against a kitchen counter with a dictionary in her hand! 

She thought that she could just leave this challenge to her creation, 
but after the bee screwed up the first two rounds she decided that it 
was time to step in. She knew that Phoenica was a nerd, but she hadn’t 
expected her to be the biggest dork on the planet. That was a bit of a 
setback. But now! Now, she had a secret weapon ... a magic dictionary 
from her own personal library! Inside was every word that ever existed. 
The moment a word was spoken aloud it would flip to the exact page 
and highlight it! It didn’t matter how much of a bookworm Molly’s 
dumb friend was! She wouldn’t be able to out-book an actual book! 

Phoenica tapped her hand on her chin. 

“Hmm... A word even you won’t be able to spell... That’s tricky!” 

Molly turned to her and clarified. “Don’t worry, Feenie. Lori’s power 
can’t make anything that’s smarter than she is. If you pick a word she 
doesn’t know, then this bee won’t know it either.” 
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Ugh! Stop KNOWING EVERYTHING, you little twerp! And call 
me the Hare-idan, dangit! 

“Spell ‘nemembo’” Trixie demanded. 

“No!” shouted Lorelai and the Spelling Bee at the exact same time. 
The bee pointed an accusatory finger. “No picking words you made up! 
That is... against the rules!” 

Trixie tilted her head. “Well how are we supposed to know the rules 
when you keep changin’ ‘em all the time!?” 

“You can’t use made up words! Obviously! Obviously you can’t 
do that!” 

“All words are made up,” said Trixie. 

“Shut up.” 

“So what are the rules then?” Phoenica asked. “I wouldn’t want to 
cheat by accident.” 

“Why, it’s very simple! You can pick ANY word so long as you know 
how to spell it, and it’s reasonably fair to assume that J have heard it 
before... And you didn’t make it up!” 

“Hmm...” Feenie thought for a minute. “A word I didn’t make up 
that Lorelai wouldn’t know how to spell... . You’ve heard it before. . . 
and I didn’t make it up .. .” Her halo morphed into a little lightbulb. 
“Oh! Oh!!! Alright, Pve got it!” 

“Go on then~” coaxed the Bee. Lori slid her fingers through the 
dictionary like she was prepping a mousetrap. 

“... And you promise that you won’t make up any more rules?” 

“I promise!” said the Bee. 

“Pinky promise?” 

“Go already, you little know-it-all!” Lori hissed. Every second these 
girls were wasting was time she could be spending with Vincent! Feenie 
outstretched her pinky for a shake. 

“Yes, yes, whatever!” The Spelling Bee extended its stinger and she 
shook it. A little flourish of magic sparkles signified that the pinky 
promise pact was complete. 

“Okay!” she nodded. “In that case... 
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... Spell my nickname.” 


Huh? 

“".. your what?” 

“My nickname. ‘Feenie’. The shortened version of Phoenica. Spell it.” 

“Well that’s not—!” 

“an applicable word? Why It most certainly is! I know for a fact 
that you’ve heard it before! Molly called me ‘Feenie’ just a moment ago. 
And J most definitely know how to spell it.” 

“But you can’t use made up words!” 

“No, your rule said I couldn’t use words that J had made up. ‘Feenie’ 
is what my parents nicknamed me! I have followed all the rules to the 
letter, which I think should matter very much to you, Mr. Spelling 
Bee!” She smiled pleasantly. “So! Your word is: Feenie! As used in the 
sentence: Please be nice to Feenite.” 

The Spelling Bee stuttered. Lorelai shook with rage on the other side 
of his monocle. No! That wasn’t fazr/ She waved her hand to cast a spell 
but it zapped her back like a static shock from a light switch. Arrrgh, the 
pinky promise! That sort of magic is ironclad in this world! UGH! 

Darn tt! Double darn it! 

“Well?” Feenie bounced with an infuriatingly innocent grin, “Go 
ahead, Mr. Bee!” 

“lm, erm... Pm thinking! Give me just a moment....I have 
to, erm... consult the . . . Hexicon . . .” His monocled eye flitted 
back and forth in search of an answer like a nervous ping pong ball. 
His mistress was supposed to be helping him! Why wasn’t she saying 
anything? Hello?!? 

Lorelai wracked her brain. She didn’t know how to spell this kid's 
actual name, much less her nickname! 

... Wait. Her family was famous or something, right? . . . Yeah, 
they talked about this in her history class once or twice! Her family beat 
up a witch every hundred years or something and all the girls in their 
family had the same name! Plus, they were super rich! She could prob- 
ably look them up online! Lorelai whipped out her phone and tapped 


90 - BRENDAN BLABER 


Feentka Fleecey into the search bar, which immediately autocorrected 
to Phoenica Fleecity. The first page of search results was a bunch of 
women who looked exactly like Phoenica, just older. All ancestors or 
something. Phoenica. Like phoenix. Easy. Glad she looked it up! She for 
sure would’ve started with an F. 

Her answer slid itself across the glass of the Spelling Bee’s monocle. 

“Ah, yes,” it smiled, “There we are! J have it! Ahem... P—” 
“Wrong!” Phoenica grinned! 

The Hexicon’s panels shone bright red. “Y-O-U L-O-S-E” flashed in 
big, mean letters, reflecting on the Bee’s face. Its twelve hearts dropped 
in its thorax. 

“B-B-B-But .. . ! Your full name is spelled with a P-H! Why is 
‘Feenie’ spelled with an ‘F??!” 

“Because that’s how my friends spell it!” she smiled. 

Lorelai slammed her fist against the kitchen counter. The sound rang 
in the Bee’s ears and its monocle shattered. The light of the Hexicon 
panels fell dark and the door swung open, revealing the path beyond. 

They had won! 

Trixie flew over to Phoenica and swung her around in a dance, both 
of them laughing and cheering. Their pixie dust swirled beneath them 
in a helix of yellow and purple. Molly put her hand beneath Feenie’s 
floating feet and applied the tiniest amount of force, just enough to lift 
her up in a little “Hip-hip, hooray!” motion. 

“I knew your sister wouldn’t remember my nickname,” Feenie 
bounced, “She never calls Trixie or me by our full names anyways.” 

“She should’ve used a nemembo.” Trixie said. They all laughed and 
walked through the gate, following the path deeper into the woods. 


That’s how my friends spell it. That’s what Phoenica had said. 


My friends. 
Ughk .. . BLucK! Her dumb little sister had screwed her over again! 
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The witch picked up the dictionary and tossed it against the floor 
where it melted away into nothing like cotton candy dropped in a pond. 
Next time she hit Molly’s stupid friends with a spell she would be sure 
to turn them into maggots! Or something worse! 

“Ermm ... M-Miss Hare-idan?” the Spelling Bee called out to her 
from the aether. “Should J pursue them... ?” 

“Gah! What’s the point?! You’ve already proven that you’re useless! 
You let them get away!” 

“Erm... Actually .. .” The Spelling Bee knew it shouldn’t say any- 
thing, but it just couldn’t help being a pedant. “J had assumed her name 
was spelled ‘Feenie’, with an F. Had J been left to my own devices J 
may have been able to defeat them. So QED...” 

She snapped her fingers and the Spelling Bee exploded into flowers. 
The other bees floating around the grove zipped off into the distance 
with a chorus of striped little yipes. 

Ugh .. . Useless! 

“.. . It seems that you don’t have much respect for anything you 
create, do you?” Naven asked. She whipped around to glare at the 
smarmy little green pixie sitting on the table. 

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” 

As if on cue, a wailing sound shot through the air accompanied by a 
red alarm. The witch turned so see thick clouds of black smoke wafting 
out of the oven. “Ah!” she cried, “No! No no no no no!” She waved her 
hand and the cookies, or what had once been cookies, floated out. They 
were practically charcoal now. “No . . . It took SO long to mix all the 
ingredients! Ugh! Those stupid brats ruined EVERY THING!” 

“Did they?” Naven said. 

“Why didn’t you tell me that they were burning!?” 

“I'm supposed to be a judge. My job is to remain impartial. Forgive 
me for not pointing out the enormous billow of smoke two feet to 
your right.” 

“I hope you get a stomachache,” she hissed. 

“From those? Probably.” 
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“Somethin’ happen in there!?” Giovanni’s voice rang out from the 
other room. Lorelai had convinced him to play around with the spell- 
books in the library so she had an excuse to spy on the rugrats without 
him noticing. She could hear his footsteps getting closer. She didn’t 
have much time! 

Lori picked up her wand and hastily cobbled together a spell. 

“Black and broiled, not good lookie . . . something something, fix 
my cookte!” 

The cookies shook and popped one by one like bubble wrap, turning 
from lumps of coal into passable-looking chocolate chip cookies. 

“Nice rhyme,” Naven smarmed. 

“I will kill you.” 

“Mm.” 

Giovanni slid into the room like it was home plate. “Whoaaa! What 
happened in here!? Smells like the inside of a lawnmower. You guys 
alright?” 

She looked down at herself. She was breathing fast and her hair and 
outfit were all out of sorts from the fit she'd just thrown. She tried to fix 
herself up. “Uh, yeah! Yeah, I’m good. All good in here!” 

“That’s good. How’s the cooking going? 

“Oh, great! All done! See?” She held up a plate of perfectly ordinary 
cookies on a baking sheet that smelled like an ashtray. 

“Cool. I figured you might’ve burned them on account of the burn- 
ing smell and also the fire alarm!” 


ee 


“Oh, that’s still going!” Lori raised her wand and spun it once, shut- 
ting the alarm off. She almost fumbled the cookies and dropped them 
on the floor. “H-heh! Yeah! All good!” 

“Hmm .. .” Giovanni leaned in and squinted at the cookies like they 
were criminals in a police lineup. “. . . You didn’t burn these and fix 
them with magic, did you?” 

“Nope! Cooked ‘em the old fashioned way! From the heart!” 

“Hmmmmmm .. .” It didn’t seem like he was buying it. He turned 
to his co-judge for confirmation. 
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Lori glanced at Naven. Don’ rat me out, you little skink, I will 
destroy you. 

Naven let out a long sigh. 

“...I think we should trust what the young lady says. .. . She knows 
what’s right.” 

Huh? 

“Okay, sounds good 


ee 


Giovanni smiled like a big dumb shark. 
“Guess it’s time to try one of these bad boys! I'll go first, if you don’t 
mind! Aaaaaaaah—” 

“No, stop!” 

Lori batted the cookie out of his hand. It flew into the corner of 
the room and shattered against the refrigerator. The inside was still 
pitch black. It was just a quick fix. Her spell wasn’t good enough to 
save them. 

“I'm sorry... I lied. I burned them, and 1...I screwed up.” 

His smile fell. 

“I didn’t mean to cheat... I just...” 

She expected him to lecture her, but instead that easy smile boomer- 
anged back onto his face in an instant. “That’s alright!” he said. “I don’t 
mind waiting. You can try again!” 

Ugh, he was so sincere. She felt so bad. It was like disappointing 
somebody’s mom. Her cheeks were scrunched up. She didn’t know 
why, but before she even realized it she was starting to cry. Ob... oh, 
c'mon no... god, this ts so embarrassing... 

“Whoa, hey ... heeeey, don’t cry! It’s not a big deal. It’s just cookies. 
You can always make more.” 

“Y-yeah, but I... but I...” she couldn’t speak right. Her voice was 
hiccuping and choking out words. There was no reason for her to cry, 
but for some reason that just made it more embarrassing and she started 
to cry even harder... Ah... He was going to think that she was some 
kind of weirdo now... 

“Here.” He grabbed a napkin from the table and dabbed at her eyes. 

What are you doing? Oh my god, don’t wipe them away. ... That’s so 
embarrassing.... Stop it... 
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“Is this your first time?” he asked. 

“H-huh?” 

“Making cookies?” 

“... by myself, yeah.” 

“Well then, you did good!” 

“I burnt them to a crisp...” 

“Yeah, but you got ‘em in the oven, didn’t you?” 

“Yeah?” 

“And you mixed all the ingredients together and stuff?” 

“Yeah? I mean... I think so?” 

“Well then, that’s great! You almost got it! You only did one thing 
wrong. That’s WAY better than my first time! First time I made cookies 
I literally blew up the toaster.” Lori spat out a laugh so sudden that it 
almost looked like a sneeze. 

“The toaster!? Why were you baking them in the toaster?!” 

“Well, y’ know. When I was little ’d heard the term ‘toaster oven’, 
so I kinda thought toasters and ovens were basically the same thing? I 
figured that you were s’posed to pour all the ingredients in, pop down 
the little toaster tab, and then bam! Cookies come out. Lemme tell you. 
Toasters? Do not like milk.” 

She snorted. 

“Seriously, I’ve tried to teach some of my other minions how to bake 
and they have nor figured it out yet. What you’ve got here doesn’t even 
look half as bad as the stuff Ben makes. Here.” He picked a cookie off of 
her tray and went to take a bite. 

“No, don’t—!” 

CRUNCH!!! 

Giovanni bit straight into it. She could hear the charcoal crunching 
away against his fangs. It was like listening to someone chew aquarium 
gravel. 

“Oh yeah,” he said through a mouthful of garbage, “That’s not so 
bad. P've had way worse.” He walked over to the counter, flipped a 
paring knife into his hand, and started chipping off the magical exterior. 
“Not super into this outside part though.” He scratched the rest of the 
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coating off like a lottery ticket and popped the blackened center in his 
mouth. “Mmm. Yeah, see? You basically got it right. If you change up 
what you did at the end, then you’ve pretty much nailed it! I bet the 
next batch will be WAY better, too.” He turned to look at her. 

“... That is, if you wanna try again?” 

She stared at him. Then shook her head and laughed. 

She did. She really did. 

“Nice!” he ca-dicked a finger gun in her direction. “Welp! Hit me 
up when you’re done! ’mma head back to the Cauldratorium! Getting 
to work with REAL potions is a trip! I wonder if we could mix some 
of the effects from these potions into the cookies somehow. . . Maybe 
make a literal chocolate lava cake? Hmm... Literal brain freeze. .. Brain 
freeze ray...” He walked off, mumbling alchemical ideas out loud. 

Lorelai slinked to the door and watched him go. She knew there was 
a garbage can on the other end of the hall that he was walking through. 
She wanted to see if he’d spit out the cookie. Giovanni honkey-tonked 
his way left and right down the hall, humming a little tune. He walked 
up to the garbage can... 

...and walked right past it. 

She couldn’t believe it. 

Even though it was ugly and burnt beyond recognition, hed actually 
swallowed tt... . He’d even said that he liked it. 

She smiled. 

She didn’t get this guy. She didn’t get this guy at all! But she knew 
that she wanted to make him something good this time. After all... 

This was the first time that she’d ever fallen in love. 

Lorelai flipped around with renewed confidence. She snapped her 
finger and an apron hanging on a nearby wall flew off its hook and 
hugged itself around her waist. She tied it behind her back with a firm 
grip and dusted her hands off. Naven watched her move back and forth 
throughout the room. 

“He’s a nice young man, isn’t he?” 

“Yeah!” Lori practically skipped over to the refrigerator. It was a 
magic one, baby blue in retro style and always stocked with whatever 
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you needed. She pulled out the eggs and butter. A new glass of milk 
flew overhead. The ingredients danced together in a chorus line as if 
they were about to break into song. She couldn’t help but hum. 

Lori did a little spin, just to feel the weight of the apron on her dress. 
Maybe she should preen a bit? . . . Just a little! If she was gonna serve 
Vincent Murder some cookies then a little side of eye candy certainly 
wouldn’t hurt! Heehee! There was a mirror in the broom closet. Or at 
least, she was pretty sure there was. It had been a long time since she’d 
looked in there, but she felt that maybe today she deserved it. 

She spun around and saw that Naven was staring at her from his cage. 

“... What? You got something to say?” 

“No, it’s nothing.” 

She was sure that was a lie. His face looked serious enough that she 
thought he was going to insult her again. She crossed her arms. 

“What?” 

He considered his words and said them softly, almost as if he was 
speaking to himself. 

“Tm just surprised that your fantasy world has a fire alarm. That’s 
all.” 

She paused. 

“... Every building should have a fire alarm.” 

Lorelai turned away from the broom closet and went back to mixing 
her ingredients. This time she would get it right. 

This time for sure. 


CHAPTER 6 


As the Crow Flies 


The world was very different behind the big honeycomb walls of the 
Hexicon gate. The sunsetty sky was gone now, replaced with a thick, 
purple curtain of night. An impossibly huge crescent moon hung awk- 
wardly overhead, tilted like a skewed painting about to fall off a wall. 

Leaves crunched underfoot. Noxious mushrooms sprouted between 
spiky, gray grass. The trees were dead, but the forest was full of 
life . . . or something close to it. Glowing eyes glared at the group 
from the shadows and mysterious cackles echoed through the wood. 
Phoenica shivered. 

“Obh ... I don’t like it here!” 

Phoenica was terrified of anything vaguely Halloween-y, even basic 
things like bats and frankensteins. You might even call her a Hallo- 
weenie. Every year she locked herself inside her house for an entire week 
around the holiday, desperately trying to avoid any sort of ghoul or 
heaven forbid... a pumpkin!!! 

She had been terrified of this sort of thing ever since she was little. 

Years ago her family was hosting their annual halloween gala in their 
palatial mansion and they'd decked the whole thing out top to bottom 
like a haunted house. It was an adult party and Phoenica was supposed 
to be in bed, but curiosity got the better of her. She went exploring and 
soon found herself lost and alone in a carnival dark ride of PG horror: 
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Glowing skelebones, bats, cackling jack-o-lanterns, and not a familiar 
face in sight. 

Unable to find her parents, and unable to recognize the waitstaff in 
their costumes, little five-year-old Feenie had curled into a corner, crying 
until a butler stumbled on her hours later. Halloween terrified her to 
this day. Even goofy children’s cartoons like Spooker Seekers—a dopey 
show about a bunch of hapless ghost hunters and their talking dog— 
were too much for her. 

Strangely, the more realistic something was, the less likely she was to 
be afraid of it. Cartoon bats would send her running, but real ones were 
adorable little mammals that she could happily recite fun facts about. 
Vampires and werewolves were terrifying, but mummies were fine be- 
cause mummies belonged in museums. They weren’t scary, they were 
historically significant! She was perhaps the only child on earth more 
afraid of a bedsheet ghost than a real one. 

In fact, she'd been looking to meet a real ghost the first time she 
met Trixie. 

Phoenica, like Molly, had lost her mother in a tragic accident. Hers 
was a car crash. It was sudden and devastating. With her mother’s pass- 
ing, the responsibility of magical girl witch-hunting passed to her. The 
weight of the world was quite literally on her shoulders and Phoenica 
was overwhelmed. 

Luckily, she’d heard rumors of a girl in their school who could 
speak with ghosts. The older kids said she conducted séances. Perhaps, 
Phoenica reasoned, this supposed medium could help her reconnect 
with her mother. Coincidentally, Molly had come up with the same 
idea. 

Molly, Phoenica, and Trixie all met on the same day when they were 
ten. Despite a sincere effort, Trixie was not able to make contact with 
either of their mothers. However, the girls did gain something that day: 
new best friends. 

The trio supported each other very well. They looked out for one 
another and covered each other’s weaknesses. Molly was soft-spoken 
and. Trixie was an outcast, but Phoenica was friendly to a fault and 
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helped the other two find a way back into the class’s social circles. 
Molly understood rules and adult things like how to buy movie tickets 
without help from a parent or drinks from a convenience store, a social 
prospect which still terrified the other two. Meanwhile, all things spooky 
fell under Trixie’s territory, and the neon pixie acted accordingly. 

“Don’t worry,” she said, gesturing to the cackling forest, “J7/ do the 
talking.” Trixie flew in front of Phoenica and put her hands on her hips. 
“Hey! Ghosts! Get out here.” 

The ghosts obliged. 

Long, sliding phantasms stretched out from the woods and loomed 
over the girls. All of a sudden they were locked in a translucent spider 
web of spirits, grinning down at them with big glowing eyes and 
unfriendly smiles. 

“What?” they demanded. 

“You leave us alone!” 

“Oh yeah? Who's gonna make us!?” 

“Me!” The little imp rustled around in the pocket of her skull hoodie 
for something she always kept on her person. It was another homemade 
potion, but this one was special. She kept it in a glass perfume vial with 
a stopper and everything. It looked legitimate, even shrunk down to her 
small size. The glass was salt-cracked and caked in powder, making it 
impossible to see what was inside of it. 

“Is that supposed to scare us?” The ghosts cackled in a choir. Feenie 
shrank behind her friend. 

“I keep this around for séances!” Trixie pointed. “This here is an 
anti-ghost potion! It exercises spirits!” 

“D-do you mean that it ‘exorcizes’ them?” Feenie whispered. 

“Oh they'll de exercisin’. “Cause of how fast they’ll have to run away 
after I throw it.” She held the bottle aloft. “This here is real, actual holy 
water! Plus, every kinda salt I could find! Table salt. Sea salt. Pink salt. 
Also road salt, just in case any o' you are trucker ghosts. Plus, I put a little 
obsidian in it for good measure.” Black beads floated in the mixture like 
boba tea. The ghosts moaned, suddenly terrified of the tincture. They 
shied away as if they'd learned it was irradiated. 
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“Yeaaaah, that’s what I thought! Now get outta here! Before I 
get cha!” The ghosts looked at each other hesitantly. Trixie cracked her 
tail and its green glow shifted to an angry purple! “Vamoose!” 

“BoOOQo00 0000000000000!!!” the ghosts yodeled off into the 
night in terror. The woods became silent again. It was just them and the 
crickets now. 
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“Thank you, dear!” Phoenica turned and stared at the vial. “Good- 
ness .. . Is that potion truly so dangerous?” 

“Oh yeah. Plus, this is my mom’s perfume bottle. If she finds out 
I took this from her room then [7 be a ghost.” Trixie resumed. her 
candy hunt as the group continued through the haunted woods. There 
weren’t as many candy crops out here, but she did manage to find a 
handful of live gummy worms wriggling around in the dirt. 

“I’m not letting you put that in my hoodie.” Molly asserted. 

“Boooo,” Trixie frowned, dropping most of the worms back into 
the mud. She kept one and flung it’s wriggling body over her shoulders 
like a feather boa. “I am now the Queen of Worm,” she declared. Molly 
tilted her head. 

“Queen of Worms’?” 

“No. Queen of Worm.” She patted it. ‘Just this one.” 

Feenie, who had hidden herself behind Trixie for safety, creeped 
away as the worm started to squoogle in her direction. She backed into 
a tree with a face and it laughed at her. She shrieked. 

“There’s nothing to be scared of, Feenie.” Trixie said, casually taking 
a bite out of her worm. The worm didn’t seem to mind. “‘Sides, 
Halloween is the best holiday! People give you free stuff! Plus, you get 
to dress up!” Last year Trixie spent four days straight cleaning out the 
metal garbage can behind her mobile home so she could wear it as a 
costume. Her twin brother went as a recycling bin. More people had 
thrown candy into her costume than his, which was great for her, but 
not so great for the environment. “Free candy! That’s 100% less money- 
spend than normal candy!” 

“But .. . ’m not supposed to have candy before dinner! I'll spoil 
my appetite!” 
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“OMG, go do a drug you dweeb.” 

GASP! 

Phoenica looked at Trixie like she had just murdered her father. 

Trixie backed off and waved her hands in the air apologetically as if 
she were on fire. “Sorry, sorry! I was joking. I forgot to use a play frame, 
my bad.” 

“Play Frame” was a term Naven used in their class. It was his name 
for subtle ways you use body language and tone to indicate humor or 
a lack of severity. Rolling your eyes, a wink, adding an /s for “sarcasm” 
after a text message. That sort of thing. 

“Hmph!” Phoenica turned up her nose, “Well! I should think you 
know better than to joke about doing a drug. Joking about drugs is the 
gateway to doing drugs, Bellatrix!” 

‘Trixie lowered her eyelids. Using her full name? Psh. 

“You're not my mom, Feenie. And you wouldn’t know a drug if it 
bit you on the butt.” Phoenica gasped again. She said the B-Swear! 

“Now girls!” said Rick, popping out of Molly’s hair like a gopher. 
“Remember! We should all try to get along! Why don’t we set our 
differences aside with a friendly gesture. Here! Shake my tongue.” Rick’s 
long, pitch black chameleon tongue shot out and latched onto Trixie’s 
gummy worm. He began to retract it and pulled her in like a harpooned 
whale, making an Abb sound like he was opening his mouth for the 
dentist. 

“Aaaaaaaah!” 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” 

“Worry not, Trixie! I shall save you!” Phoenica wrapped her arms 
around Trixie and began to pull her back. 

“It’s no use!” Rick cackled, “This tongue is made of friendship! The 
most powerful tongue-substance there is!” It was true! Feenie’s noodle 
arms were no match for the raw power of tongue! 

“Trixie!” she cried, “You have to let go of the worm!” 

“I can’t! They’re my one and only subject! They need me!” 

“You just took a bite out of them!” 
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“Yes! We are one! I can’t abandon them now!!!” Trixie was resolute. 
There was no moving her. She would go down with the worm-shaped 
ship. 

Feenie knew what she had to do. 

The fairy readied her lacey wings and—with all the strength she 
could muster—she rocketed into her friend, pushing Trixie aside and 
taking her place stuck beneath the worm! 

“Feenie?!” 

“Go on, Trixie! Be free!” The worm dragged her closer and closer to 
the lizard’s mouth. “I’m already friends with Rick! He shan’t consume 
the worm of a friend!” 

“Oh, I most certainly shan!” 

“What?! But Rick!” 

“Tt’s a me-eat-worm world out there, Phoenica 

She looked at him, devastated and completely betrayed. “Well . . . 
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well in that case... Pll stop being friends with you again!” 

“Go on! Try it! See what happens to your precious worm when 
I'm reeling and friendless!” The gummy worm wriggled neutrally. It 
dripped with a substance that was probably slime or maybe just Trixie’s 
drool. Feenie recoiled. Ew! Ew! Icky icky ew ew ew! 

“You hear that, Trixie?” Rick turned. “The only way to save your 
worm and your Phoenica is to accept my friendship. Shake the tongue! 
C’mon, y'know just . . . jiggle it a little. Yknow. Give it a little . . 
. a lil? tongue jiggy.” Rick plucked his tongue like a guitar string to 
demonstrate. 

“Ew!!!” Phoenica flailed, flying back and forth at the other end of 
the string. 

“Aw jeez!” Trixie shivered. “Aw bones!” What was she supposed to 
do!? Feenie was taking the fall for her, and right after she made fun of 
her too! Hhh. HHH ...! 

... Oh, nuts to this! She didn’t have any stupid powers to steal 
anyways. 

Trixie gripped Rick’s tongue and shook as hard as she could, wob- 
bling him up and down like a bird on telephone wire. The fell tongue 


EPITHET ERASED - 103 


that linked them together glowed in the darkness and Trixie’s heart was 
illuminated with a deep black un-light. 

“ThE paAaaAact iS seALeD!” His tongue came unstuck and 
Phoenica was free-nica. 

“Yeah, yeah, cool, whatever,” Trixie said, wiping her hands off on a 
pant leg. She ripped her worm off Rick’s tongue with a plunger pop/ and 
dropped it back into the cookie crumble dirt where it quickly squiggled 
away. Phoenica harrumphed and harangued, sticking her hands on her 
hips and floating over to Rick. 

“Rick!” she admonished, “It is guite rude to threaten to eat your 
friends!” 

“Is it?” He asked this like it was a genuine question. 

“Yes!” 

“I'm sorry. I forgot to use a play frame.” 

“You don’t even know what that means!” 


his chameleon grabbers like he’d just done a magic trick. Phoenica 
frowned. 
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“I want an apology!” She crossed her arms and turned away from 
him. "Until you apologize, we’re not friends anymore!” Lightning 
struck from the night sky and severed a previously invisible black string 
linking Rick and Phoenica. 

“Noooo!!!” 

“Wow,” Trixie said. “That’s pretty harsh, Feenie.” 

“Well, he’ll never learn his lesson unless we put our foot down!” 

“Hm! Good point! Hyah!” Trixie’s ratty old sneaker found its way 
into Rick’s torso. 

“Oww!” Rick winced. “Please do not kick your friend!” 

“Okay,” Trixie said. She turned away and crossed her arms, mim- 
icking Feenie exactly. Another lightning bolt struck and the strings 
between Trixie and Rick severed. 

“NOOO!!!” Rick began loudly weeping. “Phoenicaaa. Bellatriiix. 
C’mon! Be friends with meeeee!!!” Big globby tears dripped down from 
his poor lizard eyes. 
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“Hmph!” Feenie huffed like a customer asking to see the manager. 
“Molly! Control your pet. He lives in your hair, he’s your responsibil- 
ity.” Molly walked ahead blankly, like she didn’t even notice. “Molly? . . 
. Um, Molly?” No response. 

Trixie tugged on her earlobe 

“Ding-dong.” 

“H-huhe! What?” Molly jolted up and stared at them like they had 
materialized out of thin air. Trixie crossed her arms. 

“... Did you mute us again?” 

“Umm...” she awkwardly scratched at her hoodie. Busted. 

It was a bad habit, but sometimes listening to people fritter back and 
forth about nothing made Molly irrationally angry. Misophonia was 
the kind of thing that could make her hate her friends for no reason. 
She knew it was rude, but couldn’t help it. Better to be absent from a 
conversation than angry at it. “Io be honest? .. . I haven’t heard a word 
anyone’s said since the ghosts left.” 

“Molly!” Feenie hufted, “That’s very rude!” 

“Oh, hey!” Molly said, pointing anywhere but this conversation. 
“Look over there! It’s a pumpkin patch!” Phoenica screamed. 

The forest died away as they crested the top of a rise. Beyond the 
hillside were acres and acres of farmland covering the world in a patch- 
work blanket of orange and purple squares. The largest patch sat atop 
a strangely shaped hill ahead of them that sloped upwards the further it 
went, like a skating ramp. A twisted iron fence wrapped and spiked its 
way around the crown of the hill. The gaps in the fence were enormous, 
clearly there for aesthetic purposes rather than any actual protection. 
Any passersby could easily reach through and grab one of the dozens 
and dozens of giant pumpkins sitting just beyond. 

“Pumpkins!!!” Phoenica squawked. 

“Aaaah! Pumpkins!” said Rick, attempting some kind of solidarity 
with her. “How... round! And... stationary! Are they poisonous? Do 
they . . . explode?” He peered over Molly’s shoulder, staring like one of 
them might lunge out at him. 
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“They’re just big fruits,” Trixie said, tapping one with her foot. 
Clonk clonk. 

“Oh! Why are we scared of them?” 

“ORANGE!!!” Phoenica explained. 

Molly and Trixie sighed in stereo. They did their best to mind 
Phoenica’s phobias, but honestly it was very difficult to keep track of 
what did and didn’t set her off. Her fear of pumpkins was so innocent 
and weird that even her besties had trouble taking it seriously. 

One time the trio had visited a cafe and decided to each order a 
drink they had never tried before, then share them with each other. 
Phoenica started hyperventilating after she realized that she had tried 
some of Molly’s pumpkin-spiced latte and she didn’t calm down until 
the barista informed her that pumpkin-spiced flavor doesn’t actually 
have any pumpkin in it. 

Phoenica squeaked again anyways. The hill responded in kind. 

EeeeEEceeEEK! 

The rusty old iron gate creaked open by itself, as if an invisible butler 
was welcoming them inside. 

“Eeek! It opened!” Feenie gasped. 

“Oh, that’s nothin’,” Trixie said, flying through the gate, “It’s ‘prolly 
just ghosts,” 

“Thank you, ghosts.” Molly said, politely tapping the side of the gate 
as she walked though. 

“Molly! . .. Qooooh, don’t leave me alone out here!” Feenie zipped 
up to her friend and hid in the hood of her bear hoodie, shaking like a 
little bird. “. .. Ew! Trixie! I think I just stepped on a candy corn!” 

“Haha, corn foot.” 

“Noo!!!” 

The smells of the harvest wafted between the pumpkins. Newly 
tilled soil, earthy manure, freshly cut hay. Unlike the gardens on the 
other side of the honeyed forest, the dirt here was realistic and lush. 
The pumpkins that grew from it were enormous and picturesque with 
thick, coiling vines and huge leaves, the kind of pumpkins that might 
transform into a carriage and carry you off to the ball. 
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Caw! Caw! 

Trixie jolted up. She looked around and pointed. There was a crow 
sitting on the stem of a pumpkin just above her. Oh, and there was 
another one next to him! And another! 

An audience of sleek black birds watched the travelers, peering down 
from the vines criss-crossing the garden. They were slightly smaller than 
real crows and each of them wore a unique hat. Top hats, sun hats, fruit 
hats. One of them was even wearing a full-on diving helmet. Adorable! 

“Caw! Caw, caw!” Trixie cawed back. A crow wearing a top hat 
hopped back and forth, tilting its head in appraisal. It cawed in response. 
It almost seemed like they were having an actual caw-nversation. 

“Caw?” 

“Caw, caw!” 

“Caw!” 

“Caw... CCAW!” 

“... Having fun, are we?” 

An unfamiliar voice called out to them, coarse and haunting, like 
the sound of hay scratching against your leg in the dark. The travelers 
looked up. 

There, at the highest point of the hill was a scarecrow with a jack- 
o-lantern for a head. Its face was carved into a big, wicked smile with 
perfect triangle eyes. The scarecrow spun itself like a drill and dug into 
the ground, popping up at the feet of Molly and the fairies. It was only 
a little taller than Molly herself, but the wide-brimmed straw hat that it 
wore gave it an ominous, looming presence. 

“I suppose I should welcome you all to my garden!” it said, voice 
lashing from a green vine tongue. “I am the Scaregrow.” 

Ivy wrapped all the way from the base of the Scaregrow’s pole up 
through its burlap body and atop to its hat, which was adorned with a 
laurel of thorns and a tiny green pumpkin sitting on the rim. The mini- 
ature pumpkin had a face identical to its larger cousin and their expres- 
sions mirrored each other perfectly. Feenie’s shivering intensified to the 
point that Molly’s hoodie now had its own built-in massage feature. 
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“Okay. Bye,” Molly said. She reached forwards with a glowing 
green hand. 

“Hey! Don’t just try to evase me!” The Scaregrow hissed. 

“Well. Can’t blame me for trying.” 

“I most certainly can! Same deal as the bee!” The eyes of the crows 
surrounding them gleamed with ill intent. One of them was suddenly 
holding a knife in its beak. “Try to weasel your way past me and your 
friends will learn why a group of crows is called a murder!” 

“Your friends, you say!” Rick popped out of her hair. “As in ‘Friends 
with Molly’? So you would describe us as friends?” She pushed him 
back inside like an unwanted whack-a-mole. 

“Fine,” she sighed, already exhausted. “What’s your game?” 

“Oh, no game! You are free to stay in this pumpkin patch for as 
long as you like. After all . . . there’s nowhere else for you to go!” The 
Scaregrow popped back into the ground and reappeared at the cliff’s 
edge, gesturing its body towards something over the top of the hill. 
Molly and Trixie exchanged a glance, then followed after. Molly stood 
on her tippy-toes and popped her head over the warped metal fence. 

The patchwork landscape disappeared over the hillside and dived 
down into an ocean of thorns. Blood-red vines and moon-white spikes 
twisted out towards the horizon as far as the eye could see. There, in the 
distance, hidden deep at the center of a spinning ocean of spines was 
an island with a tiny trail of smoke rising out of it, only visible if you 
squinted. A tiny cloud of sunshine. A hole at the center of the donut. 

The Hare-idan’s hovel. 

“It’s impossible to reach, you know.” The Scaregrow smiled. “Those 
vines go on for miles. Even if you tried to remove them with your 
epithet, my crows would be on you before you could make it a tenth 
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of the way there!” It cackled an ugly pumpkin laugh. Molly looked the 
creature up and down. 

“So. It looks like you can control vines and stuff.” 

“Why, yes, I can!” Vines extended out of the Scaregrow’s gloves like 


long, icky fingers and intertwined beneath its chin. 
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“Would you be able to move those vines out of the way, then?” 

“Why, yes, I would!” it smiled. 

“Great!” she smiled back like a little baby bear. “Would you please 
move the vines out of the way for us?” 

“No.” 

“Please?” 

“No.” 

Molly put on her biggest puppy dog eyes. “Pleeeceease~?” 

“NooQo000000Oo0000~?” the Scaregrow responded, eyeholes grow- 
ing equally puppy dog. Welp. Molly was out of weapons. 

“Worry not, friends!” Rick said, emerging from her hair and slowly 
crawling across the ground. “Your old pal Rick Shades has this one!” He 
began working his way up the vines of the Scaregrow until he reached 
the creature’s head. “Here I go!” he shouted. He opened his face and 
began smacking it against the big orange gourd that made up the 
Scaregrow’s head over and over again. 

“... What are you doing?” 

“Beware, fell pumpkin! For you face a verified cheater-cheater- 
pumpkin-eater! Prepare to be crushed between my fearsome mandibles!” 
Rick’s tiny lizard teeth pressed against the Scaregrow over and over 
again, dealing exactly zero damage. Less of a fearsome biting attack and 
more of an awkward open-mouthed kiss. “Nyeh! Nyeh! Surely showing 
my friends how good I am at eating pumpkins will make them forgive 
me for trying to eat them! Nyeh! Nyeeeeh!” 

“You stop that.” The Scaregrow plucked Rick off its face and tossed 
him back into Molly’s hair. 

“NOOOOoo00000... !” 

Defeated. 

Molly sighed. Only one option left. She looked at Trixie expectantly. 
Trixie looked back at her, confused. Molly kinda . . . rolled her shoulders 
in the direction of the Scaregrow as if to say. Well. Go on. 

“Oh.” Trixie said. “Oh, um. Okay.” 

Trixie flew over to the Scaregrow and hovered in front of it. 
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“Hey! Uh... you!” 

“Hmm... 2” 

“T think youd better let us pass.” 

“Oh? Do you???” 

“Yeah. You seem real focused on Molly’s powers, but she’s not the 
only one of us you should be scared of.” Trixie flew back towards Molly 
and subtly gestured to herself with her glowing tail. Molly tapped 
Trixie’s back and the imp began to glow with green and pink epithet 
aura, returning to her original size. 

A shadow fell across Trixie’s face. The boxcutters she kept in her 
sleeves slid out like menacing claws and she glared at the Scaregrow. 

“... Tm perfectly capable of doing a little gardening.” 

“Wow!” it smiled. “Cool trick! Here’s mine.” 

The ground began to rumble. The hill shook, bulged, and split open 
like a chocolate souffle. Thick, dark vines shot up into the Scaregrow’s 
body and swelled inside of its farmclothes form, pulsing like a heart- 
beat, doubling its size once, twice, three times over! The gargantuan 
creature loomed over the girls and thorns erupted from its monstrous 
hands, one-upping, two-upping, and three-upping Trixie’s knives! The 
monster leveled them at her with a heavy steel glare. 

Molly was so surprised by the transformation that it broke her focus, 
shattering her epithet’s spell and returning both her and Trixie to their 
original cursed sizes. Rick and Phoenica fell out of the air and toppled 
into a scared pile of candy on the ground. Only Trixie was left airborne. 
The Scaregrow guffawed, its voice now booming. 

“Poor little fairy . . . Trying to act all big! It’s not going to work... . 
you know why?” 

Its jack-o-lantern head started to crack apart. Chunks of pumpkin 
shattered and suspended themselves on midair vines growing from one 
central root like a plasma lamp. The gourd’s head was gored, disappear- 
ing into the cracks of negative space. What was left was faceless. A 
gargantuan monster of twisting vines and formless laughter. 

“I can taste your fear...” 
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A single bead of sweat dripped from the tiny fairy’s face. “Y-y- 
you can?” She swallowed. The pumpkin’s head reformed together and 
twisted its way down to her, popping her space bubble. 


“No~! .. . But the look on your face right now tells me that you. 
Are. Terrified.” 
Dangit! 


Trixie Roughhouse had a reputation for being tough. Even her best 
friends thought of her as “The brave one.” She was supposed to be 
fearless! 

Trixie Roughhouse was not fearless. 

Trixie Roughhouse was scared out of her wits. Almost always, 
actually. 

Sure, her family taught her how to act tough, but that’s all it was. 
An act. If her opponent ever realized that she was harmless, she was 
unarmed. Scaring people away was easy. Negotiating with them was not 
a skill that any of her older siblings had taught her. 

Phoenica was scared of spooky things. 

Molly was scared of the future. 

Trixie had her own set of fears, and she got just as scared as her 
friends did. A little ball of anxiety. The only difference was that she had 
learned to hide her fear, like draping a cloth over a peeping birdcage. 

The kids at school whispered about her in the hallways. They said 
she was part of a big family of scary criminals. They said you didn’t 
want to get involved with ber. That she was a weirdo who hung out in 
graveyards and spoke to ghosts. 

(In fairness, the last part was mostly true.) 

Trixie had been interested in the occult since she was little. She made 
potions and collected crystals. She bought a telescope so she could look 
for aliens at night. She regularly conducted séances and liked to play 
with spirit boards. She wasn’t a 100% ghost expert just yet, but some- 
times she actually made contact with the other side! She would hear 
voices and once when she was six the planchette on her spirit board 


moved on its own! 
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The next day she came into school all excited and told the other 
kids that she had spoken to a ghost. A real live, real dead ghost! They 
laughed at her and called her a liar. 

But she wasn’t a liar. 

Ever since her first ghost encounter she was able to see them. 

Walking on the street, hanging out at the park. Ghosts were almost 
never in the places that ghost shows said that ghosts would be. She 
hadn’t seen a ghost in a graveyard once. After all, what kind of person 
wants to hang out where they’re buried? No, it was way more common 
to spot a ghost at the grocery store or the amusement park. Most times 
Trixie didn’t even notice a person was a ghost until someone else walked 
through them or they phased through a wall. One time the Neo Trio 
went to see a movie together and she didn’t realize there was a ghost in 
their row until Phoenica suggested they move over a bit and she ended 
up sitting right inside of him. 

She didn’t tell Phoenica about that. 

She didn’t tell people about most of the ghosts she saw, like how 
she decided not to mention the ghost she saw on the beach earlier that 
morning following the man in the pinstriped suit. 

The most annoying thing about ghosts was some of them realized 
that she could see them and then they'd try to talk to her. It was hard 
to respond to a ghost unless you were alone. Otherwise it looked like 
you were talking to the air and people looked at you funny. That meant 
most of the time you had to ignore ghosts. Or at least the people that 
you thought were ghosts. Trixie got in trouble a lot for ignoring actual 
adults that were talking to her because she assumed they were dead. She 
even thought that Naven was a ghost the first time she met him since he 
was so pale. 

Trixie was pretty sure that she had an epithet. Her friends agreed. 
With powers like hers, she HAD to have an epithet! She just... didn’t 
know what it was yet! 

‘Trixie was one of the many mundie kids who spent nights thumbing 
through the dictionary or looking up rare words online, checking if any 
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of them sparked something in her. Adults told kids not to do that. It 
was basically impossible to look through every word and pay enough 
attention to each one to discover your power. But still, she had to try! 

She liked her power. She wanted to know what it was called. 

After all, the only reason she met her friends was because of her 
abilities. 

... They were really the only cool thing about her. 

Ghosts were cool. Occult stuff was cool. Being able to deal with it 
and help her friends was cool. It was nice to have a job! She was the 
ghost expert. She was... the brave one! 

She still openly talked about her occultist hobbies at school even 
though kids made fun of her. Her eldest brother, Xerxes, had told her 
that she should always stand up for herself, even if she was scared. She 
should never pretend to be a person that she wasn’t. Xerxes was prob- 
ably her smartest sibling and she respected him a lot, but she told him 
that it was hard. How was she supposed to act like she didn’t care when 
people kept saying mean stuff about her? 

He told her to be confident. 

She said that if she pretended to be confident, it would be fake. 

“All confidence ts fake,” he told her. “Everything is fake.” 

What was that s‘posed to mean? 

Hhh! 

Abbi !! 

It'd be so much easier just to punch people who were mean to her... 

“Don't do that,” he’d said. 

Instead he'd taught her the art of intimidation. How to look and 
act like the kind of person he had been back when he got his knuckles 
bloodied on the streets. The kind of punk who had his face gashed 
open against a chain link fence, beat up the guy who did it, and walked 
himself to the hospital afterwards. The kind of person nobody would 
DARE insult. 

Trixie took these lessons to heart. If people were rude to her, she was 
rude back. She became standoffish and scary, and after a while the other 
kids stopped teasing her. .. . But they still weren’t nice. It still hurt. 
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It didn’t matter how tough she acted on the outside. Inside she was 
soft and squishy and sad. Overhearing someone talking about her in the 
hallway could ruin her whole week. 

Dead people weren’t a problem. It was the living ones that ter- 
rified her. 

If a dead person is mad at you all you have to do is throw salt at them 
or ignore them until they go away. Living people stick around. Living 
people can yell at you and give you homework and rat you out to your 
parents when you do something wrong. 

She wasn’t scared of this pumpkin thing because it was a monster. 
She was scared because it was big and in charge and it was yelling at her 
and it made her want to cry. 

But this was a monster. People were Phoenica’s job. Life was Molly’s. 
This thing was hers! She was supposed to be able to deal with this! If 
she couldn’t fight a big stupid pumpkin thing, then what was she even 
good for?! 

If only she knew her epithet like Molly. 

If only she was smart like Feenie! 

Dangit! 

Dangit!!! 

What was she supposed to do?! 


“..thecorn...” 


Huh??? The corn??? 

Trixie looked around. That was just about the weirdest psychic 
message she'd ever recieved. Where the heck did it come from? 

Her eyes flitted past the looming scarecrow and onto a row of carved 
pumpkin heads speared behind it along the fence posts. Black crows sat 
on each of them, staring at her and snickering as their master menaced 
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the little girl. All except one. In between a bird wearing a big fancy 
gainsborough and one wearing an army helmet was a slightly peculiar- 
looking crow. 

It was wearing a little card shark visor like the ones dealers wear at 
casinos. The bird’s feathers had a slight purple sheen to them, like it 
was a video game recolor of an ordinary crow enemy that you'd fight 
in the lategame. Most of the birds were casually looking at Trixie the 
way an audience watches a circus performance, but this one’s gaze was 
locked right onto her eyes. It almost looked like it was staring znto her . 
.. It smiled. 


“.. the candy corn!” 


... Candy corn? 

Oh, right! She had picked some candy corn from before and kept it 
in Molly’s hoodie. Trixie flew over to Molly. When her friend got scared 
and popped back into her puffball form earlier all of her candy stash 
collapsed into a pile on the ground. Trixie started digging. It wasn’t 
always the best idea to trust ambient psychic ghost advice, but she 
didn’t have a lot of options. She pulled out a single candy corn and held 
it above her head, which was a little difficult since at this size it felt more 
like holding up a medicine ball. 

The crows all gasped in unison, eyes wide and glittering. “4 CANDY 
CORN?!” 

“No!” cried the Scaregrow, waving its arms, “No, no, no, no! You’re 
not allowed to eat the crops! We’ve been over this! You!” It pointed an 
accusatory vine at Trixie. “Put that away!” 

She held the candy aloft. “Hey. Crows. You want this?” 

“YEAH!” they cried. 

“Attack this scarecrow.” 

“OKAY!” 

The flock rose from their perches and flapped their wings, taking to 
the air. Before they could convene into attack formation the Scaregrow 
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spun around, whirling its massive vine arms like fly swatters and smack- 
ing the crows back to the ground. 

“You idiots! How DARE you defy me!? It’s my job to keep you 
in line! Besides, it’s just ONE candy corn! You bird-brains couldn’t 
possibly split it among the whole flock!” 

The wounded crows mumbled half-heartedly to one another. 

“Yealies’ 

© Parse 3 

“It’s just one candy corn...” 

They began hopping back to their perches in defeat. Alas... another 
cornless night. 

The Scaregrow growled, whipped around, and loomed over Trixie. 
“Did you REALLY think that would work, you little peanut!?! I oughta 
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squash you!” Trixie was about to drop her brave face and skedaddle, but 
the purple crow with the visor landed on the rim of the monster’s hat 
and caught her attention. It tilted its head and stared at Trixie. There 
was a message in its eyes. 

“Choose violence,” it said. 

Trixie nodded. She reached into the pocket of her own hoodie and 
pulled out her secret weapon . . . something she had been saving for 
herself, should the need arise. 

“TWO CANDY CORNS!?!” The crows frenzied! 

Feathers scattered through the air like an exploded pillow. They 
dive-bombed the monster, pecking it apart, nip by nip, bite by bite. The 
Scaregrow tried to keep them away, yelling at them and batting them 
with its vines, but it was no use. They were motivated now. Two candy 
corns?! Their tiny bird cups runneth over! What was next? Three candy 
corns? Four?! The possibilities were ENDLESS! They simply HAD to 
follow this small glowing imp’s instructions! 

The birds pinwheeled into a tornado of black feathers and sharp 
beaks. The Scaregrow’s massive form screeched! Its vines punched 
through the whirling dervish, clocking one or two birds out of the sky, 
but it wasn’t nearly enough. The murder lived up to its name and by 
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the time they were done with the Scaregrow it was little more than a 
wooden frame with the tiny green pumpkin left on top of a henpecked 
hat, cheater-cheater-pumpkin-eaten. 

“Nooo...” it hissed in a tiny voice. “This wasn’t supposed to happen! 
I can’t fail... I’m the final guardian before the Hare-idan’s Hovel!” 

“... The ‘final’ one?” Molly asked? “Just two of you? That’s weird. 
Usually Lori throws way more at me. 

“Yes, well, she’s busy doing something very important.” 

Molly rolled her eyes. That’s a first. 

“Crows!” Trixie called. “Hear me! I am your King now!” 

“OKAY!” they agreed. 

“Actually wait, no. Aces are better than Kings and Queens so I am 
the ACE OF CROWS, GRANDMASTER OF MURDER!” 

“OKAY!” they parroted (class traitors). 

She threw the first candy corn into the air and it was devoured by the 
flock like a midair woodchipper. They stared at her, hungry for more. 
“Hear me, my subjects! Help me and my friends, and not only shall I 
give you this OTHER candy corn... but I shall tell you where to find 
MORE candy corn!” The flock exploded into yays and yahoos, clucking 
and cawing with glee. “Now, your Ace orders you to carry us over this 
big ‘ol thorn sea to that island!” 

Trixie’s new crow army squawked in triumph! They dove under- 
neath the girls and swept them off their feet, carrying their little bodies 
up into the air. The Scaregrow shook its tiny, viny fist in anger, but its 
cries went unheard. They were already soaring into the sky, up, up, and 
out of sight. 

“Well done, Trixie!” Feenie said, bouncing along with the flock as 
they burst through a cotton candy cloud. Trixie opened her mouth like 
a fish and let the little pink sugar particles fly in. “What a marvelous 
idea! I never would’ve thought to offer them candy corn!” 

“Yeah,” Trixie licked her lips with a contented smile, “One of the 
crows told me to do it!” 

“Which one?” 

“The one with the card visor.” 
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“Oh!” Phoenica said. “I didn’t see that one.” 

“He was the purple one?” 

“Purple?” Molly asked. “I didn’t see a purple one.” 

Oh. 

Must’ve been a ghost. 

Trixie had seen ghost animals before, but usually they couldn’t 
talk. The rules must be different here in the dream bubble world. She 
shrugged. It didn’t matter. She did a good job! She was useful! And now 
she was King—no, ACE of Crows! Ace Trixie ordered her subjects to 
do tricks and fly loop-de-loops to pass the time as they made their way 


closer and closer to Lorelai’s island. 


CHAPTER 7 


Prison of Plastic 


A plate of warm cookies sat on the table, waiting for judgment. 

Lorelai had decided to go a different direction with the second 
batch. These new cookies were rainbow and spiral-shaped, made up 
of interlocking doughs dyed in different colors. She hoped she could 
earn some points by dropping the chocolate chips and focusing instead 
on the decoration, but she wasn’t satisfied with the end product. The 
spirals were lopsided. The cookies were all slightly different sizes. Two 
of them had even fused together. . . Plus, the blue dye that she had used 
was much too vibrant compared to the other six colors and she thought 
it looked ugly. She tried to make some white clouds with some of the 
uncolored dough, but when they came out of the oven their fluffy shape 
had oozed all over the baking sheet and turned into an amoeba. 

She was visibly frustrated. If she had been allowed to use magic then 
these would’ve turned out so cute. ... She could even have the rainbow 
change colors like a neon sign! Or at the very least make the blue color a 
little less ugly. 

Giovanni surveyed the cookies with his hands on his hips. Co-judge 
Naven sat on his shoulder. 

“So,” he said, “What have you made for us today?” 

“Well, um...” Lorelai fiddled her foot back and forth. “These are 


rainbow cookies.” 
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“Tell us about them!” 

“Uh... theyre... rainbow. And these. . . well, they were supposed 
to be clouds.” She frowned. She saw mistakes everywhere she pointed. 
She hated them. She hated that he had to look at them. Her hand was 
hidden behind her back, fingertips itching with magic, waiting for a 
chance to snap and fix them the moment he looked away. 

“T love it!” he beamed. 

“Huh?” 

“Very cute!” He picked one up. “Especially how you used the sprin- 
kles to make the rainbows sparkle!” 

“Oh yes, very nice,” Naven added. “These would be just perfect for 
a child’s birthday party.” 

Yeah right, she thought, Molly doesn’t even like cookies. Molly and 
Lori’s birthdays were only a week apart from each other so the girls 
had always celebrated them together. Two years ago she'd made Molly a 
bunch of treats, but she barely touched any of them. She said she was 
“tired of eating sweet stuff all the time.” The year after that, Lori had 
spent the entire weekend making a world for them to play in as a gift. 
She planned big events and monsters and adventure and it was going 
to be so much fun, but then Molly said she was hanging out with her 
friends instead. She hadn’t even given her a heads up! 

Stupid jerk. 

“Well, let’s see how they taste!” Giovanni took the cookie in his 
gargoyle claws and snapped it in two. “Oooh, good snap, good snap.” 

“Good snap,” Naven agreed. 

Why was a snap good? Lorelai had no idea. She nodded along any- 
way. Giovanni tore off an even smaller piece of the cookie and passed it 
to Naven. He nibbled the crumb like a little mouse. 

“Well!” he declared, “I think that is absolutely scrummy.” 

Scrummy?e? 

“Just cram-jam full of flavor.” 


“Agreed!” Giovanni said, breaking into the cookie like a shark break- 
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ing into a seal. “Great work! You pass 
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“I do?!” her eyes literally sparkled. 

“Yup! On to the next round!” 

The sparkles froze in midair and fell to the floor, shattering like 
ice cubes. 

“... Next round?” 

“Oh yeah! Minion aptitude is pretty complicated. There’s a lot to 
observe, so the test has two rounds in total! In the first one I write up 
a recipe and you have to figure out how to make it on your own. In 
the second, I give you an incomplete recipe and you have to extrapolate! 
Which is like math, but with imagination!” She looked absolutely crest- 
fallen. “Unless... you’re not interested?” 

“No!” she sputtered to life like a clown car. “No, no! ’m...?m 
interested. I can do that.” 

“Okay, great! Pll start thinking up a recipe. Hmm. .. an appropriate 
challenge for a new minion... hmmmMMmmMMmmm...” 

Before he could come with an answer the doorbell rang. Giovanni 
hopped up. 

“Tilgert? 

“No!” Lori cut him off at the doorway. She’d only put a doorbell on 
the hovel for the sake of immersion. She hadn’t intended for anybody 
to actually wse it... which meant that it must be Molly and her friends 
at the door, here to ruin her chances with Vincent! “It’s probably the 
delivery man!” she lied through her teeth. “I'll handle it! You stay here 
and write down your recipe!” 

“Okay!” Giovanni said, questioning nothing. Lorelai bolted around 
the corner and put her mean face on, ready to greet whoever was at 
the door. 


* KOK 


The travelers touched down on Lorelai’s island a few minutes prior. 
Ace of Crows Trixie gave her avian subjects the remaining candy corn 
as payment and sent them on their way. 
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The island they landed on was a drop of sunshine in an ocean of 
withered vines. Every edge of the island was a sheer drop almost fifty 
feet down into spikes. It was a good thing they flew! Even if they had 
managed to defeat the Scaregrow in battle and forced it to move the 
vines out of the way, they probably wouldn’t have been able to climb 
the cliff face. 

The outer edge of the island was adorned with huge weeping willow 
trees. Their dark green branches swung low and heavy, curtains keeping 
the outside world at bay. Molly brushed the branches aside and blinked 
away the sudden light. 

An eternal yellow sunset colored the inside of the island in honey 
just like it did over the cobblestone bridge. The artificial night that hung 
over the patchwork farmland and the ocean of thorns seemed a million 
miles away now. It was impossible, but then again, so was everything in 
this place. Molly, who had seen this wonderland a million times over, 
ignored it all and power-walked towards the center of the island. Noth- 
ing was real here except her sister. There was no reason to look at any of 
it. Nothing but the hovel ahead. She brushed past the daffodils and the 
sweet grass at her legs. She ignored the earthy mint smell of water nearby 
somewhere she couldn’t see. This place would be gone soon enough, if 
everything went well. 

... Still. It all seemed . . . familiar somehow. 

That was strange. Lorelai hated playing in the same world more than 
once. Sure, she would reuse ideas from time to time, but Molly had 
never walked into the same dream bubble twice. So why did it feel like 
she had been here before? 

A nostalgic pollen hung in the air and tickled at her nose. She waved 
it away. It didn’t matter. She arrived at a pair of willow trees with a 
hand-painted picket fence gate between them that only came up to her 
waist. She swung it open and walked into the grove. 

The Hare-idan’s Hovel rose prominently above the rest of the clear- 
ing with its double-eared roof. A water wheel spun quietly at its side, 
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lazily lapping against a sparkling evening creek. Blue and green dam- 
selflies flitted back and forth between the cattails and the sound of the 
bugs, water, and sunshine all mixed together into a constant, quiet hum. 

Molly looked the hovel up and down. Hm. No gun turrets on this 
one. That was good. Better than the /ast time she had to break into one 
of Lorelai’s castles. They could probably sneak in through the window? 
Maybe even the chimney if they waited for the smoke to clear out and 
why was Phoenica flying over to the doorbell ob no oh no oh no— 

“Ding dong!” said Phoenica. 

Molly grabbed Phoenica’s entire body like a carrot and moved away 
from the door. 

“Feenie...” 

“What?” 

Trixie shook her head. “We can’t just ding-dong the door, you goon! 
We gotta sneak in! Why would Lori just let us inside?” 

“Well, it would be very rude of her not to after we’ve come all this 
way.” Molly stared at her. 

“Feenie. My sister 2s rude.” Phoenica gasped in surprise like she 
hadn’t thought of that. 

A small mirror hanging over the door frame began to rattle. It was 
circular and convex, the same kind they used in their store to keep an 
eye out for shoplifters. Lorelai’s face appeared in the mirror, warped 
and bulbous. Her voice was wrong, like it was twisting its way out of a 
drive through speaker. 

“Well, well, well,” she crackled, “If it isn't Feenie, Meanie, Miney 
and Mo.” 

“Which one am I?” Rick asked. “Am I Feenie?” 

“Obviously not!” 
Molly is Mo.” 

Trixie tilted her head. “You’d make yourself ‘Meanie’?” 

“All of my friends are wonderful . . . Therefore it stands to reason 


Phoenica said. “Trixie is Feenie. You’re Miney and 


that... must be Meanie.” Phoenica began to cry big, dumb, sacrificial 
tears. Meanie was... one of the meanest words she knew. ... 
“Phoenica...” 
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“All of your friends’ you say! I accept!” Rick surged with power and 
the black string between Phoenica and him reattached for a third time. 
She gasped! 

“Oh, darn it Rick, you shyster! ... Very well. You did try to destroy 
that awful pumpkin monster, so I suppose I can forgive you. For now. 
But you're on thin ice, buster brown! And you still need to apologize 
for almost eating Trixie.” 

“Yes okay Iam sorry!” 

“Yeah, yeah, alright,” Trixie sighed. “That’s more than I get from the 
junkyard dog when he tries to eat me, at least.” 

“HOORAY!!!” Rick screamed, strings sprouting from his heart left 
and right. 

Lori banged the internal edge of the mirror to get their attention. 
“Okay, I don’t know what’s going on but I didn’t order a down circus. 
And if I did they would be a heck of a lot funnier than you four! Get 
outta here! I need to make cookies!” 

“Cookies?” asked the clowns. 

“Yes! Now go AWAY!” Iron vines shot out of the ground and 
twisted their way across the front door and the brass knob popped like 
a balloon. There was no way to open it now. Lori huffed and turned 
away. Molly cried out as her image started to fade from the mirror. 

“Lori, wait!” 

Lorelai turned back and glared one icy eye at Molly. The mirror 
transformed it into something round and mean, like an owl’s. She’d 
called her “Lori” again. Ugh. Blugh! 

“I don’t want to talk to you. Go. Away.” 

“,.. Tm sorry.” 

“What are you apologizing for!?” Trixie asked. Usually the devil on 
your shoulder gave bad advice, but she had the right of it this time. In 
Trixie’s family it was common courtesy to call her siblings out on their 
malarkey, so she thought Molly kowtowing to her literal witch of a 


sister was insane. 
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Molly frittered her boots together. “I... Ijust... I just want Naven 
back. And Boss. And if you could maybe make the bubble in the store 
just a little smaller—” 

“I said I don’t want to talk to you!” Lori stomped. She heaved her 
shoulders in exasperation and sighed. ”. . . I don’t have time for this. 
If you won’t go away, then . . . here. Another minion.” She waved her 
wand and a blubbery green ball rolled out from the mirror like a rotten 
gumball, splatting on the ground in front of them. It stood up on two 
baby legs and blinked a single eye at them. 

Not her best work, honestly. 

The sisters made eye contact through the warped mirror. Lori shied 
away. “Just. Don't ruin this, okay? I... I need this.” 

The mirror buzzed with static .. . and in a flash of light it reset to 
empty silver. Molly tried to squint into the reflection to catch a glimpse 
of her sister, but she was gone. Nothing to see there but her own big- 
headed reflection and Rick popping out of her hair with a dopey grin 
on his face. Meanwhile, Trixie had picked up a stick and was poking the 
green ball Lori had left squelching on the floor. 

“Ey!” the ball protested, “Quit it! You don’t wanna make me mad! 
I'm an ogre! Bleaaah, I’m an ogre!” 

“It’s small.” Trixie said. “Why is it small? Ogres aren’t small.” The 
ogre huffed. It puffed out its one-foot-tall chest and made a grand show 
of pulling up its loincloth like it was a very intimidating diaper. 

“H-Hey! You can’t just ask someone why they’re small! Why’re you 
small!?!” 

“My mom says that my twin and I used to be one normal-sized per- 
son, but we split in half in her belly and now we’re both really short.” 

“Why were you in her belly???” Phoenica asked. 

“Ey! Don’t ignore me! I’m an ogre!” 

“We know,” said Trixie. “So, what’s your gimmick?” 
“Pm... Pm an ogre!” 

“Yeah, but like. What powers do you have?” The ogre looked down 
at itself. It had just been born eight seconds ago and was not entirely 
sure what it was capable of. 
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“Uhh...” The ogre lifted one leg... then put it back down. It lifted 
the other . . . then put that leg back down. Having confirmed that it 
was indeed capable of lifting both legs, it did a tiny baby-sized dance in 
front of them, ending with a spin. “Ta-da~!” 

“Oooh!” Phoenica clapped politely. 

Molly walked over and tapped the ogre on the top of its head, 
silencing it like an alarm clock and deleting it from existence. Feenie 
screamed. 

“Molly! You... you can’t just...” her voice dropped to a whisper. 
“You can’t just... k-k-kill people like that! He was just a baby!” 

“He wasn’t real,” Molly said flatly. 

“He was a BABY!” she flailed. 

“You get used to it.” 

“That is the WORST POSSIBLE RESPONSE!!!” 

Phoenica was visibly sweating but Molly didn’t notice. Rick suction- 
cupped his way down her forehead and whispered in her ear. 

“Don’t worry, bestie! I getcha! You lose feeling after you’ve destroyed 
so many! You have to! If you feel every time someone suffers, it hurts 
too much to think about! Am I right?” 

“T don’t like that we can bond over this.” 

“Hey, me neither!” He laughed another hollow, canon-fire laugh, like 
a bully stepping on a squeaky toy over and over again. This was by far 
the saddest lizard Molly had ever encountered. She might even befriend 
him out of pity if she wasn’t so worried about getting murdered. 

“C'mon,” she said, redirecting the group. “We need to find another 
way inside.” They walked along the edge of the house, ducking under 
windows and crawling through bushes to stay out of sight. Molly ran 
her hands between the bricks looking for a weak spot. She could punch 
through wherever she wanted but it was important that they found an 
infiltration spot that Lorelai wasn’t likely to discover. They also needed 
to find a spot that wasn’t load-bearing, otherwise the whole hovel would 
collapse on their heads. Molly turned back to her friends. Trixie was 
running her tongue along the building and eating it like a termite. 
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“Remember guys, no matter what happens you can’t let Lori hit you 
with one of those bubbles. It took like .. . an hour to get here. If we get 
sent back to the bridge we probably won’t get another chance before 
bedtime. We have to be careful. . . .” Molly looked up at her sister’s 
rabbit-shaped tower. 

“I'm not sure why, but. . . I think she’s getting desperate.” 


* KOK 


Lori sighed and leaned her back against the door she had just barred. 
Sigh... What was the point? Molly would just rip down her walls like 
she always did. 

“Who was that?” Giovanni skipped into the room. 

“Q-Oh!” she bolted up. “The delivery man, just like I said! He... 
dropped off a package!” 

“Cool, whatd’ya get?” 

What Lorelai got was nothing. She scrambled her hands behind her 
back and conjured a box, holding it out triumphantly. 

“This!” 

“What’s in it?” 

Nothing! 

Crapi! 

She drummed her hands against the underside of the box and a de- 
livery grew inside of it like a plant. Once it was ready she ran her finger 
along the tape, magically severing it in a perfectly straight line, and the 
cardboard flaps opened for her. She dug around inside and slipped on 
her fake order: A pair of oven mitts with cute little kitty faces on each 
of the palms. Each mitt had a cat ear above the pointer and ring fingers 
and the thumb of the gloves were stylized to look like tails. Lori always 
included a tail in her animal motifs. 

“N-New oven mitts! Perfect for baking! See how enthusiastic I am 
about it? And look!” She brought one of the kitty faces up to her lips 
and gave it a little smooch. She made the mitts kiss each other, and then 
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she tiptoed over to Giovanni like a ballerina and transferred the kiss to 
him by pecking him on the cheek with the other. She winked at him. 

“They’re smittens! ... Get it~?” 

“Yeah!” he smiled, “Like cats!” 

Ugh... Why are boys so dumb? 

She led him back into the kitchen so he could finish his recipe, all 
the while keeping a sharp eye out for her sister and the conga line of 
troublemakers that followed her around. She couldn’t afford to have 
Molly and Vincent talk again. Lori was sure that her stupid little sister 
would say something rude about her or tell her would-be boyfriend to 
ditch her or something. 

She didn’t want to be alone again. 

She had to get rid of her! 

CRASH! 

A huge shattering sound exploded from the Cauldratorium behind 
them. Lorelai whipped around. She told her darling Vincent to stay 
right where he was and rushed off to investigate, slamming the door 
shut behind her. Her eyes immediately darted to the source of the 
sound: some sort of . . . plastic sports drink bottle? It had smashed 
against one of the mirrors on the wall and shattered it. She glanced up. 
The ever-puffing smoke from the cauldron coiled up to the roof in two 
distinct trails. The one on the left had been disturbed. They must’ve 
thrown something down the chimney. 

She leaned down to inspect the projectile more closely: A bottle that 
looked like it belonged in the garbage. It was filled to the brim with 
some disgusting dark purple liquid inside and had a skull and cross- 
bones drawn on the side. When she picked it up the cap nearly came off 
and oozed all over her. Ugh! What 2s this, some kinda poison? Gross. 
She tossed it into the cauldron where it exploded into a skull-shaped 
puff of smoke. 

“Theyre probably checking if they can sneak down through the 
chimneys,” she said, looking up. “Hmph! Nice try!” Lori weaved her 
wand back and forth in the air, crossing lines and drawing stars across 
the openings, sealing them with glass bars. If anyone tried to Santa Claus 
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their way inside they'd be stuck. Plus, she could check the entrance any 
time by glancing through her Looking Glass! (Looking Glass was what 
she called her mirror-spying power, and she thought that the name was 
quite clever, thank you very much!) 

... That reminded her. 

She turned to the broken mirror. Sparkling shards of glass littered 
the ground at her feet. She sighed, gave her wand a spin, and slowly 
raised it up to eye level. The fragments swirled into the air in reverse 
slow-motion, fractal candlelight dancing through the dust as it briefly 
reflected the edges of the room. The pieces all set into place with a 
satisfying, snow-crunch sound. 

Then, Lori paused. 

She realized she could see her own legs in the reflection. 

A small trickle of blood crept down her ankle, cut by a wayward 
shard when she wasn’t looking. The spell that she’d cast on the mirror 
to hide her own image had broken along with its surface. 

The witch quickly raised her wand again and flicked it hard at 
the wall like she was erasing an especially stubborn stain. The mirror 
sparkled and her reflection disappeared just before it could reveal her 
face. The mirror was whole again. She stood alone in her wonderful, 
fantastical, magical room with no reflection. 

She would not let the outsiders get in. 

Lorelai plowed past the mirrors, through the dining hall, and asked 
Giovanni what his recipe was. She wanted to start right away. 

“Ooooh, LOVE the enthusiasm, newbie!” He shot her a finger gun. 
“The next trial you must face is . . . the technical challenge! OooO0Ooo0- 
OOh!” Giovanni waved his hands around like a vampire miming a wall 
to emphasize the challenge aspect. Naven clapped politely. The gargoyle 
held his written recipe aloft and dramatically displayed it between two 
fingers like it was a rare trading card. 

“I have written down the recipe for you. . . BUT!!! Some of its 
contents ... are missing.” He flipped the paper around with a flourish 
and passed it to her. “You will have to decide what to do on the empty 


steps on your own.” 
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Right. That sounded significantly harder than the last challenge. 

“And remember, you're not allowed to use magic!” 

“I know,” she said. “Pll cook them fair and square. Or .. . I guess fair 
and circle? If they were square, they'd be brownies!” She smiled at her 
own stupid joke. 

“Actually, these cookies WILL be square!” He said. She glanced at 
the recipe. Oh. Whoops. Joke failed, cuteness level: zero. “And, just to 
be clear,” he continued, “When I say no magic I mean like zero epithet 
magic. Like, you’re not allowed to use your epithet during this challenge 
at all. That includes outside of the baking process!” 


Aube?! 

“W ... why not!?” 

“Well, it was Naven’s idea,” Giovanni gestured. “Care to explain, 
fellow judge?” 

“Oh Td love to, fellow judge.” They tilted their heads towards each 
other and smiled like an obnoxious old couple with a secret. “You see, 
the trick of this challenge is figuring out what to do with an incomplete 
recipe. Even if you’re not enchanting your baking directly, it’s still a bit 
unfair if you’re able to, say, look up a recipe or summon a cook for 
advice. It goes against the whole spirit of the thing!” 

Ill turn you into a spirit you little imp. When I STEP on you and 
you turn into a GHOST! 

Naven smiled at her as if he had just done her a favor. Ugh . . . how 
was she supposed to deal with Molly and her friends now!? She couldn’t 
help but feel that he was doing this on purpose somehow. Grrrgh, this 
just got SO much harder... 

“Okay Round two!” Giovanni shouted. “Your recipe is... 
SURPRISE COOKIES!” 

Lorelai reached into her pocket and pulled out a little sentient cookie 
with a party hat on its head and a party favor in its mouth. It blew a 
festive little toot and did a jig. 

“Haha! Heyyy. I said no magic!” 
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“I know, I know...” She ran her hand through her hair. “I'm 
just... trying to be cute.” 

“Aw, you don’t need to do that! You’re plenty cute!” 

Her heart detonated. Gouts of sparkly white smoke shot out both 
of her ears. She covered the sides of her head with her hands and red 
velvet blush bloomed on her cheeks along with flower emanata dancing 
around her head. Agh! Blagh! Stupid power! Stop tt, stop it, stop it! Dont 
literally animate my feelings! Aaaagh! 

Giovanni burst out laughing. “Man. You’re funny! It’s like talkin’ to 
a cartoon!” 

Lorelai elongated her limbs into retro rubber hose cartoon arms and 
did a walk cycle in place. She whistled actual notes out of her mouth like 
she was piloting a steamboat and then stretched out her nose like it was 
putty. Giovanni walked over and pushed the nose back onto her face 
with a little boop. She gasped. He touched her nose! That’s the nose she 
used to smell things! Ah!!! 

“Alright, seriously!” he smiled, “No more magic! You’re still allowed 
to use the fridge for ingredients, though. Also, your surprise cookies can 
have whatever you want on the inside! That part should surprise me. 
Y-know. Like a surprise! Surprise cookies. You .. . you get it!” 

Lorelai realized that she had no idea what a “surprise cookie” even 
was. Well, beyond the fact that they were square, apparently. She took 
the recipe from his hand and skimmed it. There was no picture and 
some of the instructions were missing, but the gist of the thing was 
to make several square layers of dough with holes in the center and 
stack them together to create a hollow cookie box. Afterwards, she was 
supposed to fill the hollow part of the cookie with a surprise filling and 
decorate. 

This recipe seemed way more difficult than the last one. Key steps 
were missing. It didn’t say how long to keep the cookies in the oven 
and there were a bunch of baking terms she didn’t even recognize. Plus, 
at the bottom there was a note that read “ONLY ONE TRY THIS 
TIME!!” 
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Uh oh. 

Giovanni struck a pose. “You have one hour, starting . .. now!” 
“Ding!” Naven flicked his wings and they sprinkled pixie dust like 
he was a moth or something. Giovanni placed an hourglass filled with 
red sand down on the tabletop and it began to stream down. The clock 
was ticking. 

Lori scrambled. She instinctively darted towards the magic fridge 
before doubling back halfway to check over the recipe again. The in- 
structions for the sugar cookie base started out mostly the same as the 
last batch she had made, but halfway through it said to chill the dough 
overnight. How the heck was she supposed to do that in one hour?! 
She brought this up to Vincent and he scratched at the pink stubble 
on his chin. 

“Oh, yeah . . . That’s a good point. Well, I guess any magic you 
already had lying around should be safe to use, right? There’s a word 
for that....” 

“A grandfather clause,” Naven said. 

“Right! OP gampy. Pretty sure there were a couple ice potions in 
the Cauldratorium. And according to Gampy’s Law, we can use those! 
Once you get the dough finished, of course.” 

Lorelai quickly mixed up a batch of cookie dough and separated it 
into balls. She applied a little bit of food coloring to each, being extra 
careful to go easy on the blue this time, all the while keeping a sharp eye 
out for any obnoxious fairies that might be trying to infiltrate her hovel. 
It had been nearly ten minutes and there was still no sign of them, which 
honestly worried her a bit. Did they get stuck in the chimney traps she 
set up? Oh dang, they’d probably be screaming then. ... Eh, she could 
just tell Vincent that their screams were vengeful ghosts or something. 
Molly's pink friend liked ghosts. That was more-or-less truthful, in a 
liar sort of way. 

She stacked her various trays of multicolored dough into a pile 
and wobbled awkwardly around the kitchen table towards the door. 
Giovanni grabbed the top tray so she wouldn’t drop it. She looked 
up at him. 
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“Are you allowed to help?” 

“Yeah! If you pass this then I become your Boss! What kinda Boss 
doesn’t offer to help their minions?” he smiled. “Here, hand me some 
of those.” She did, sliding him the top three trays so he was carrying the 
majority. She purposefully pushed her hands a little too far so her fin- 
gers would brush against his mid-transfer. It might’ve felt a little nicer if 
they weren’t currently made of granite. Holding hands with a boy is no 
fun when his hands register on the Mohs scale of hardness. 

“Alright, let’s go!” Giovanni marched out of the room with Lorelai 
following cautiously behind, taking one last worried glance over her 
shoulder as she passed through the door. Aside from Naven fluttering 
back into his cage, the room was empty. She was safe for now. Phew... 


Silence. 


... bump. 

... Bump! 

The door to the wood fire oven shook. 

It banged once, twice, and then fell forwards! 

Trixie and Phoenica rolled out onto the opened flap like they had 
just emerged from a mailbox. Both of them were covered head to toe 
in soot. Trixie dusted her hands on her leggings and Phoenicia coughed 
out a little cloud of ash. 

“Ohhh ... my jinglebows! They’re all dirty .. .” She fretted over the 
little ornamental bells that tied the ends of her long blonde hair. They 
twinkled sadly. “Pm sorry Trixie. ...” 

“Sokay. My scrunchie got dirty too.” 

On days when Molly wasn’t available the other two passed their time 
together by making arts and crafts. Trixie had made Phoenica’s bows 
and Feenie made the bead scrunchie that Trixie used to tie back her hair. 
Both of them had worked together to make the pink and green baubles 
Molly wore on her rain booties. Now all the accessories that they’d 
worked so hard on had been soiled. Phoenica gasped with horror. 
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“QoQOOoo0O0Oooh! I can’t believe we had to sneak in through an 
oven! Next time I see that sister of yours, I’m gonna give her a wallop!” 

“A wallop!” Trixie repeated. 

“Girls?!” 

“Naven!” they all said at once. 

Naven put down his FASHION! magazine and floated over to them. 
“Oh, thank goodness you’re all alright! How did you get in there?” 

“There’s a little chimney on the back of the house shaped like 
a bunny tail,” Trixie said. “The big chimneys had too much weird- 
smelling smoke coming out, but I threw a potion of Go Away down 
there for good measure.” She looked around to make sure Lorelai wasn’t 
in the room. “Looks like it worked!” 

Molly flew out from behind the other two in her puffball form and 
used her epithet to return to full size, holding out her hands for Naven 
to use as a landing pad. 

“Are you okay? Did she hurt you?” 

“Oh, don’t you worry about me,” he said, “Tl be just fine. Your 
sister is in the other room. Mr. Murder is instructing her on how to 
bake and chill cookies.” 

“Why?” Trixie squinted. 

“Is Boss okay?” Molly didn’t know what her sister was planning to 
do with him, but she’d seen the “cute boys” that Lori had made for her 
other fantasy worlds. They were always really dumb and shallow and 
constantly losing their shirts for some reason. She didn’t want that to 
happen to Boss, for a number of reasons. The concepts of “soup” and 
“chest hair” should not mix. 

“He’s fine,” Naven replied. ”The two of them get along quite well, 
actually.” 

That wasn’t really the answer Molly wanted to hear, but it was better 
than him being dead, she supposed. 

“... Are you really okay?” she asked again. “Lori can be a lot to deal 
with, and you don’t have any powers. .. .” 

“Hey, now. Don’t count us mundies out so quickly. We’re actually 
quite resilient!” He held up his shoulder-caped, sweater-vested arm and 
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did something that might’ve been a flex, then gestured to the two girls 
in the oven wiping soot off their clothes. “Those two made it all this 
way, didn’t they?” Molly was too polite to point out that Lorelai prob- 
ably would’ve shot everybody out of the bubble instantly if she hadn’t 
been there as a shield. She shot him a look of chronic worry. “Pm fine, 
really. Your sister’s personality is . . . difficult, but it hasn’t been all bad. 
I got to eat a cookie that was bigger than my own body! And wayward 
witches notwithstanding, this room is actually quite cozy!” 

Molly had a hard time believing that. 

Lorelai’s worlds were so hostile to her that it was difficult to think of 
them as “cozy”. She scanned the kitchen for the first time since exiting 
the wood-fire stove and what she saw was strange. Strange in the very 
fact that it wasnt strange. This wasn't some unknown fantasy world 
from a book Lorelai had read or a TV show she had watched... 

This was their old kitchen. The one from their last house. 

Distant, infant memories flowed back into her like water, laying 
unfamiliar on her chest. She had been here before. Her footsteps had 
echoed against this linoleum when her little baby feet ran across it. This 
room hada smell once. It wasn’t there now, but it used to be. A pumper- 
nickel bread she hadn’t had in years or some kind of waffle batter. She 
had no name for it, but her nose remembered. The bunnies and bears 
her mother had painted marched along the walls and countertops—an- 
cient cave paintings from a different time. Even the closet in the corner 
of the room where she used to hang her hoodie. . . It was all here. 

Now she understood why the gardens outside felt so nostalgic. They 
were almost exactly like a place their family had gone on vacation once. 
A marsh of honeyed light and dragonflies, air thick and sweet with 
summer humidity. They'd had a picnic by the river. Molly and her sister 
played together all weekend, running through the tall grasses barefoot 
swinging sticks on an adventure. 

It wasn’t quite right, but it wasn’t quite wrong either. Hodge-podged 
together like a dream. Naven rested a hand against her giant thumb and 
looked up at her. “Now it’s my turn to ask: Are you alright?” 
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Molly shook her head and tried to brush the memories away. She 
didn’t like it. She felt like she had been cut out and glued onto an old 
photograph. “I need to rescue Boss,” she said. “Do you know where 
he is?” 

“In the potion-making room just down the hall,” Naven pointed 
out the door. “I’m afraid you'll have a difficult time of it if you intend 
to rescue your Boss. She seemed quite determined to keep the two of 
you apart.” 

“No surprise there,” Molly sighed. Rick appeared at the edge of the 
countertop. He had spent the last minute creeping his way across the 
floor without anyone noticing. 

“Hello!” he cried. “You are green! You must be the Naven!” 

“Well hello, Mr. Shades. It’s nice to see you awake. You had us all 
worried there for a minute.” 

“You know my name!” 

“I do! The young ladies brought you into the shop. Molly’s dutiful 
Boss and I were among those who tended to you.” 

“Then you have my thanks, seaweed man! Here! Allow me to extend 
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my gratitude, and a tantalizing offer!” He extended his black tongue 
slowly like measuring tape across an unfinished basement floor. “Care 
to shake and... become friends?” 

“Oh, no thank you,” Naven smiled, delicately pushing the tongue 
back into place with his small, plastic magazine. 

“Darn!” Rick said through his squished tongue. He retracted it like 
the pull cord on window blinds and popped his lips as his tongue 
settled back in his mouth. Molly’s focus shifted to somewhere invisible 
in front of her. 

“How am I gonna get Boss away from my sister . . . ?” Naven leaned 
back in his chair. 

“I’m not so sure that you need to,” he said. Molly stared at him 
with a confused look on her face. “Under the current rules of her 
baking challenge, your sister is unable to use magic. I don’t believe she’ll 
break that rule so long as Mr. Murder is keeping an eye on her.” Trixie 
appeared from nowhere and popped over Molly’s shoulder. 
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“So that means now is the perfect time to mess with her!” 

“But...” Phoenica appeared on the other shoulder, “That’s mean!” 

“Yeah, well . . . so is everything she does to Molly!” Phoenica did not 
have a response to that. “Plus, she kidnapped Naven! That’s a crime! So 
she’s a bad person! It’s your job to stop bad people, right?” The needle 
on the morality compass in Phoenica’s head swung from black to white. 


1? 


“Well. . . if we must!” The little angel pumped her little arms in 
resolution. “So, how does one sabotage cookies? When my butler bakes 
them I try my best to stay out of his way.” Her goody two-shoes clacked 
together beneath her dress. 

“Uh ... Pm not really sure either. We could . . . add salt?” Trixie 
didn’t do a lot of cooking. She and Rex weren’t allowed to use the oven 
unsupervised. Not since the incident. 

The pair fluttered over to the magic ingredient fridge they had over- 
heard Giovanni mention. Their pixie arms wrapped around the handle 
and their feet pushed against the retro-style surface, but no matter how 
hard they tried they couldn’t get it open. After a few attempts the sound 
of footsteps outside the room drew nearer. The two looked at each other 
and darted on top of the fridge, hiding behind a decorative basket. 

“Quickly now!” Naven hushed, “Find a hiding place!” 

Lori burst back into the room a few moments later, eyes pouring 
over the recipe and hands digging through cabinets. 

“Okay...” she mumbled, “Chocolate, white chocolate ... get 
a bowl... bowl bowl bowl... nibs... melt that... maybe... no, 
that won’t... but he’ll love that, so I should... ? Ugh, no...” Lorelai's 
brain leapt ahead of her body and sentence fragments jumbled unfin- 
ished out of her mouth. She constantly talked to herself, even when she 
was outside of her bubbles. It was easier to strategize out loud. Molly 
was the same way, actually, but she was terribly self-conscious about it 
and always triple-checked to make sure she was alone before speaking. 
Currently the younger sister was as quiet as a mouse, hiding in bug 
form on Rick’s back as he clung to the underside of the table. 

Lori swept her hands through the cabinets above the stove until she 
located a mixing bowl, then dug around in the drawers at her feet to 
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find a mixer. She skirted over to the fridge and swung it open, grabbing 
a handful of white chocolate nibs and tossing them into the bowl. She 
squinted at the recipe. 

Melt and temper white chocolate nibs in a mixing bowl. 

... What did that mean? 

How the heck do you ‘temper’ chocolate? 

Do you check its temperature? GIVE it a temper? Do you make it 
mad? She leaned forward and spoke directly to the bowl. 

“How are you feeling, chocolate? Are you upset? . . . /7m upset! I have 
no idea what this recipe wants me to DO to you! Ugh...” She shrugged 
and slid the mixing bowl onto the stove, applying just enough heat to 
begin the melting process. She set the mixer to its lowest speed and the 
whisks began slowly churning away at the chocolate and melting it into 
goo. Lorelai wasn’t sure if it was the right move to use a mixer, but she 
had seen mixers in pictures of kitchens and on covers of cookbooks, so 
it felt like a safe bet. 

She skimmed the back half of the recipe as the chocolate began 
to melt. 

“I’ve only got one hour and I’ve only got one shot, so I need to 
do this in one try... And I have to multitask everything! . . . This is 
stupid!” She banged a fist against the table like a toddler. Rick nearly fell 
off. Molly’s big, bug eyes squinted. 

Yeah, she thought, It must be real hard to balance cooking on top of 
all of the other chores that you don’t do. I can’t imagine. 

Lorelai tapped at the recipe. 

“Once the layers are stacked into a box and glued together with 
white chocolate, fill box with a surprise candy of your choice.’ Surprise 
candy... What kind of candy would Vincent like?” She tried to think 
of what sort of candy boys liked. Whenever she made Cute Boys™ to 
populate her dream worlds they always liked the same candies that she 
did, only they liked them a little bit less so that they didn’t mind when 
she picked off their plates. 

She had no idea what Vincent liked to eat. He’d scarfed her burnt 
cookie down like it was delicious and she'd seen him drink at least three 
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random potions in the Cauldratorium “for fun”. Most of them were 
candy-flavored, but he never reacted to them one way or the other. He 
was more interested in their magical effects. And when he drank her 
gargoyle potion back in the toy store the only thing he’d praised was its 
mouthfeel. What even? 

“Hm ...” she tapped her chin, “Maybe I should focus more on 
the ‘surprise’ part than the ‘candy’ aspect.” She hunched over Naven’s 
table and began sketching ideas in the lined yellow notebook she kept 
in her front apron pocket. Lorelai had her father’s talent for art, but it 
had been a long time since she’d drawn anything without at least a /ittle 
assistance from her epithet. Her pencil lines weren’t magically correct- 
ing themselves anymore and that was really throwing her off. Normally 
her sketches could pop out of the paper and rotate as though they were 
three-dimensional to give her a better sense of what they’d look like 
once she'd materialized them. These were all flat. And boring. 

Tch. Annoying. 

She glanced at Naven to check if he was watching her. He was, of 
course. Staring at her unflinching with his creepy little mole eyes. She 
wouldn’t be able to get away with using any magic so long as he was 
around. 

He waved at her. 

“I could tell you about what flavors / like,” he offered. 

“I don’t care what kind of candy you like, stupid.” 

“Wow! Mouthing off to the judge! A bold strategy, I'll give you that!” 

She ignored him. The real goal of this contest was impressing 
Vincent. Once Naven was done judging he could go jump in a river for 
all she cared. 

What surprise could she put in these cookies? Some kind of jack in 
the box? ... Nah, that’d be way too difficult without magic. Streamers? 
Confetti? ... But she didn’t really have anything mundane that could 
launch those. Ooh, maybe when you open the top of the cookie it plays 
a song! That’d be SO cute! .. . Was there any way to do that without 
magic? ... Maybe she could cut a little hole in the table underneath the 
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cookie, attach a tin can and a string to the bottom, and sing into the 
other end! Yeah, that could work. She could—! 

(fL-PLAP 

Something whipped against her back, like a wet, warm, silly string. 

She jolted up and turned around. Lori had been too wrapped up in 
her drawings to notice, but over the last few minutes the soft mechan- 
ical whirring of the mixer had steadily grown into a loud, clunking 
whine. Now it was spinning out of control, lurching across the counter 
like a rogue washing machine. Strings of white chocolate went cascad- 
ing through the air, slapping against the counter and spackling against 
her outfit. 

“The hell?” She rushed over and grabbed the sides of the mixer, 
bouncing back and forth like it was an angry little dog. She held it down 
and twisted the knob on top to “OFF” with her teeth. The chocolate 
was more out of the bowl than in and what little remained was a thin 
ivory whirlpool clinging to the bottom of the bowl. “The hell?!” 

A metal sound clattered behind her! 

She turned to see a mixing spoon sprawled across her sketchpad. 
White ooze soaked into her drawings. 

“What the hell?!?” She darted left and right, looking for anyone 
who could’ve possibly dropped that spoon. The only person there was 
Naven in his half-covered cage. She pointed an accusatory finger at 
him. “Hey!” 

“Hello!” he smiled. 

“Did you see who dropped that spoon?” 

“I don’t see anything. My eyes are always closed! Wink! Except 


|” 


not!” She scowled at him, looming over his cage, snapping a finger and 
igniting her thumb with a threatening spell like a lighter. “Ooh, careful 
now. No magic, remember? That's going to be a point deduction.” She 
crumpled her gooey drawings in frustration and considered throwing 
it at him, but managed to hold herself back. She quickly scanned the 
room. Everything Jooked normal, aside from the chocolate splattered 
everywhere. She eyed him again. 


“... You’re sure there’s no vats scurrying around my kitchen?” 
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“Rats?? Hmm...” Naven leaned back into the curtain of the cage 
bundled up behind him. Phoenica and Trixie had wrapped themselves 
inside the heavy fabric and quietly giggled to themselves. “No. No 
rats here.” 

“... Uh huh.” She picked up a spatula and slapped it against her 
hand like a flyswatter. “Well. Let me know if you see any annoying little 
squits buzzing around.” 


BEEP BEEP BEE-BEEP! 
BEEP BEEP BEE-BEEP! 
BEEP BEEP BEE-BEEP! 


The phone in Feenie’s pocket screamed at her over and over again. 
Trixie was so shocked that she jumped three inches in the air. Phoenica 
smothered the sound in cloth, smacking her pocket blindly until she 
silenced the alarm. 

Lorelai tapped the spatula ominously in her hand. 

“_.. What the hell was that?” 

“Oh, just my phone,” Naven said, cool as a cucumber as he took a 
matching green cell phone out of his pocket. “That alarm means that 
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there are only 45 minutes left in the challenge. Better get going!” Lori 
squinted at him. 

“(Why did you have an alarm set?!)” Trixie hissed. 

“(I’m sorry!)” Feenie peeped. 

“My phone should be quzet for another fifteen minutes,” Naven said, 
elbowing the cloth behind him and setting a reminder on his phone. 
Lorelai grunted and sighed. She looked back at the sabotaged chocolate. 

“,..Can Tat least use magic to clean this up?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. That zs against the rules. Plus, you could use a 
little practice helping out around the kitchen.” She glared at him with 
an expression as bitter as dark chocolate and stared at the white. 

“Fine,” she groaned, “Whatever. Vl deal with this later. First ’'m 
gonna ask Vincent what his favorite flavor is.” 

“Well it won’t be much of a surprise then, will it?” 
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“Shut up.” She walked out the door. 

“My favorite flavor is rose, by the way!” He offered. 

No response. 

Once they were absolutely sure the coast was clear, Feenie and Trixie 
popped their heads out from underneath the cloth like kids playing 
hide and seek. Trixie harmlessly bopped her friend on the head. 

“You!!!” 

“I'm sorry!!!” Feenie cried again, still whisper-shouting in case Lore- 
lai could somehow hear her. “That’s my alarm to swap pronouns! I 
forgot to turn it off!” Hearing the reason, Trixie backed off. 

Trixie used both she/her and they/them pronouns. They had tried 
explaining that to their classmates, but the class pretty much exclusively 
used she/her, which sucked. Trixie grumbled about it to Phoenica once 
and Phoenica immediately decided that she should lead by example! She 
had a randomized alarm on her phone that reminded her to switch the 
pronoun set she used every three days or so. She had forgotten to turn 
it off. Although, in fairness, she hadn’t thought that she'd be six inches 
tall and hunted by a witch today. 

“Well... that’s okay!” Trixie decided. “We ruined her cooking, so 
that’s a win!” 

“Is it?” Molly buzzed. She flew over to them, still in cotton ball 
bug form. 

“Yeah!” Trixie explained. “Feenie hit the high-speed button on the 
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mixer and I smooshed her drawings all fulla goo!” Trixie floated over 
and smashed their shoe into the goop on the drawing pad to illustrate. 
Then they brought their foot up to their face, sniffed it like a kitten, 
and licked it. 

“Ew!” Feenie wailed. 

“What?” 

“That’s GROSS.” 

“It’s not gross,” Trixie said. “It’s thrifty. Why WASTE it when you 
can TASTE it?” 


“You can’t ‘waste it’, it’s infinite magical chocolate!” 
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“Yeah but still.” They licked their shoe again and Phoenica shivered. 
“It’s a good thing we sabotaged it, because this chocolate is actually 
pretty good!” Molly floated between them. 

“Hey, uh .. . guys?” She paused. She did not know how to phrase 
this question. “Um, I don’t mean to be rude, but . . . are you sure this 
is helping?” 

“Of course!” Feenie said. “We’re fighting a bad guy.” 

“Also it’s funny to make her mad,” Trixie added, mid-lick. 

“Maybe, but like ... It doesn't seem very actionable, y know? 
Like . .. what are we actually accomplishing by doing this?” 

Trixie stuck their shoe back on. “We’re accomplishing making you 
feel good because you get to mess with your stupid sister! That’s action- 
able! It’s .. . Cattyhiss!” 

“Catharsis,” Feenie translated. 

Molly didn’t feel much catharsis. And she didn’t feel any cattyhiss 
either. Honestly, despite everything, she felt a little sorry for her sister. 
This was the kind of mess that she had to clean up normally after their 
father tornadoed his way through the kitchen. It wasn’t fun. 

“T don’t know if I like this,” she mumbled. 

“Oh, I definitely do!” Feenie smiled. “I don’t mean to sound like a 
hoodlum, but I have to say, it is nice to see Lorelai get a little karmic 
retribution for a change!” 

“Yeah, I’ve wanted to get her back for bullying you since forever! Let’s 
see what else we can mess up!” The pixies floated off together, frittering 
about all the ways they might destroy the kitchen. “This’ll be fun!” 

Yeah, because you guys don't have to deal with the consequences. Molly 
sighed internally. This wasn’t a surprise. She knew it would be like this 
from the start, didn’t she? That’s fine. This was her job, not theirs. She 
returned to her full size and reflexively stuck Rick back in her hair. 

“Naven?” she turned. “You said that Lori and Boss were ina... 
potion place?” 

“The Cauldratorium,” he gestured to the door. “Just head up the 
staircase in the foyer, you can’t miss it.” 
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“Okay ... and she can’t use magic right now?” 

“Those are the rules.” 

“Hm ... Then maybe now might be the best time to apologize.” 
Naven’s smile reversed. 

“Apologize? What ever for?” 

“Well... 1... I got mad.” 

“.. And?” 

“T yelled at her .. . I said that her dream world was stupid.” 

“Well... If we’re being honest, it is a little stupid. After all, there’s a 
talking purple lizard crawling through your hair.” 

“Hello!” Rick waved. 

“But .. . it’s my fault.” Molly gripped the straps of her backpack. 
It was a nervous tick. Most people didn’t notice since she was gripping 
onto them constantly. 

“What is? ... Miss Blyndeff, it’s okay to be angry.” 

“No!” Her voice caught in her throat. It strained, like something was 
creaking against it from the other side, trying to break out. “Not when 
it gets other people in trouble! I didn’t warn Boss about her and he got 
taken away! And my friends tried to help, but I got mad, and that made 
her mad and she transformed everyone! And then you got taken away, 
and I ruined your class, and—!” 

“Molly!” he grabbed her thumb hard enough to snap her out of it. 
“None of that is your fault. You don’t need to apologize for something 
somebody else did.” Her backpack straps dug into her tiny shoulders. 

“But... it’s my job...” 

“Is it?” She scrunched and turned away from him. “Weren’t you 
trying to be more assertive?” 

“Huh?” 

“I believe that’s what your “Boss’ wanted you to work on after you 
first met in the museum, right?” 

... Ob. Boss must ve told him about that. 

“You've been doing a great job. It’s only been a few days but I’ve 
already seen you make a real effort. You’ve even been putting your foot 
down more with your father. Pm really proud of you for that!” She 
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smiled a little bit despite herself. She was happy that Naven noticed, if a 
bit unsurprised. Naven noticed everything. He could read a face like it 
was a take-out menu. “But, that said . . . nothing’s changed with your 
sister.” Her smile vanished again. 

“If she’s the one who’s hurting you then it’s not your job to 
apologize. Sometimes . . .” He took a moment to search for the right 
words. “Sometimes if someone is being difficult it’s not up to us to fix 
them. It’s not always on you, Miss Blyndeff. You can extend your hand 
as many times as you want, but at the end of the day it’s up to her to 
take it. You can’t force her to do that. No matter how nice you are. No 
matter how much you give.” 

She stared into nothing. 

“_.. you said we should try to talk out our problems.” 

“I did! And you have! You’ve tried. Lord, I know you have tried.” 

“But ... you said... once I learned to speak better . . . we could 
maybe...” 

“It’s not magic, Molly. Communication is a two-way street. And it 
is powerful, but I don’t want you thinking that you can talk your way 
through a brick wall.” She stared forward, saying nothing. He patted 
her thumb again. “I think you should wait to confront her. At least 
until your Boss is there. He can help you to—” 

“No.” She took her finger back. “Pm Boss’s minion. It’s my job to 
work for him. Not the other way around. I'll fix this.” Naven reached 
out for her but he was too small. She turned to her tiny friends who 
were struggling to pilot a rotten egg across the room in midair. 

“Hey guys? I’m gonna try and talk to Lori again.” They both gave 
her a look like she shouldn’t. “Iv’ll be fine. You guys stay here.” The 
fairies began to protest, but Molly shushed them. “If you guys are there 
she’ll have someone to attack, right? Her magic can’t harm me. But if 
something happens . . .” She looked around for a job to give them. 
Something to make them feel like they were helping. “You make sure 
Naven is okay! ... Okay?” 

Trixie and Phoenica looked at one another. Then back at her. They 
gave a hesitant, simultaneous nod. 
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“Be careful, dear. ...’ 

“Go get er!” 

Molly gripped her backpack and gave the most confident-looking 
smile she could. She turned out of the room and walked through 
the door. 


* KOK 


Unlike the kitchen, the dining room wasn’t anything Molly recog- 
nized from her past. It was probably based on a painting Lorelai had 
seen once or a fancy house she had visited on a field trip. Molly’s ears 
picked up the sounds of bubbling and boiling echoing out from the 
foyer and down through the hall. That must be the place. She walked 
deeper and deeper into the fantasy until she came to a round room with 
a winding metal staircase that went up about half a floor. At the top 
was a heavy iron door with large knockers. They were styled like rabbit 
heads, unsurprisingly, but instead of having a metal ring hanging from 
their mouths they had metal ornaments that grew upwards like the 
horns of a jackalope. She reached up and tapped them against the door 
with two small clangs. It felt just a little too tall for her, which Molly 
couldn’t help but feel was on purpose. 

“... Hello?” 

No response. 

“,.. Lori? ’m coming in... .” 

She pushed against the door. It was heavy and she had to lean her 
entire body in just to open it. The candy-sweet stink of potions ex- 
ploded against her nose as smoke billowed past her. She coughed. Her 
nose wasn’t nearly as sensitive as her ears were, but this was still way 
too much. 

The moment she stepped inside, the door behind her swung shut 
with a loud clang like prison bars. Powerful wind spiraled up between 
her legs and converged in the middle of the room above the cauldron. 
Her sister stood atop the platform lit from below by the firelight. 
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“I knew you'd show up,” she said, her face flat with stony anger. She 
looked at her little sister the way a person looks at a fly that they just 
can’t seem to swat. “You just don’t know when to leave well enough 
alone, do you?” 

“, +» SOLTy.” 

“If you were really sorry then you'd LEAVE!” She smacked her staff 
against the ground. The potions along the walls began to rattle. A 
corrupt courtroom audience calling for a guilty verdict. 

“I... thought you weren’t allowed to use magic?” 

“Only if Vincent sees. Or if Naven narcs on me. Right now? I can do 
whatever I want.” She swept the smoke aside to reveal Giovanni behind 
her. His form was stock still, frozen in stone with an icy blue sheen 
over his entire body. His unblinking face was locked in an open-mouth 
crocodile grin. 

Molly’s tiny heart scrunched. She shrieked. 

“You killed him?!?” 

“Oh my GOD, obviously not!” Lorelai bonked Giovanni lightly on 
the head with the tip of her staff. He was covered with a harmless coat 
of blue ice, like a video game effect. His body stood like a fountain 
statue in a cauldron filled with an electric blue ooze that resembled 
melted crayons. 

“We needed to chill the cookie dough before baking,” Lori explained. 
“I threw a bunch of ice potions into the pot to make a freezing spell. 
Then I told him he should hold the baking sheets in place while petri- 
fied with his gargoyle powers. That way he wouldn’t be around when 
you inevitably came crashing through my house! . . . Plus, as an added 
bonus I get to look at his butt.” 

Molly blinked back confusion. “Why would you want to look at 
someone’s butt?” 

“Ugh... Another thing you'd never understand.” 

“Do I WANT to?” 

“I don’t know WHAT you want!” Lorelai threw out her arms. 
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“I...” Molly searched the space in front of her for words like she 
was scanning a minefield. “I wanted to say I was sorry. For calling your 
world stupid. .. . I didn’t mean to yell.” Lorelai crossed her arms. 

“.. And?” The intense heat from the fire clashing against the sheer 
cold of the potion created a temperature gradient in the air. The world 
in front of the witch shook and it was hard to read her expression. 

“And...um... I’m really sorry? I thought . . . I thought maybe 
we could talk?” Her sister’s blurred face stared impassively at her like a 
mirage in the desert. 

A long time ago, back when they had first met, Naven told Molly 
that she should reach out to Lorelai. That they should try to fix things 
by talking. She should tell Lorelai that certain things she did made her 
sad. That they made her upset. He told her that if she tried hard enough 
and said the right things, one day everything would be fixed. 

And now he was telling her that reaching out didn’t always work. 

But... 

He had to be wrong. 

He had to. 

After all, he had offered no other solution. 

This had to work. It would. One day. 

Maybe that day was today? 

“L— ...H-Hare-idan? I wanted to ask you about your bubbles.” 
Lorelai threw her head back with contempt, her form warping behind 
the heat mirage. 

“UGH. What else is new? I’m not getting rid of it, already!” 

“No, no!” Molly waved her arms. That wasn’t what she was plan- 
ning to say. After all, asking Lori directly never worked. She hated being 
told what to do more than anything. “I . . . I wanted to say that I like 
this world!” 

“Tt’s nice!” 


eine ecallye” 
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There was suspicion in her tone, but there was optimism too. It was 
cautious, but it was there. Any positive emotion was good. She latched 
onto it. 

“Y-yeah! I like the gardens. The candy theme is really neat.” 

“Pfft. Please. You don’t even /ike candy.” 

“Well... no, but it’s more about the details!” Molly sweetened 
her tone. Naven taught her that sometimes when negotiating, it was 
necessary to... . construct a truth. It wasn’t /yzng necessarily. Just . . . 
arguing a point you didn’t believe in! Like a lawyer! Or the devil! “Like, 
all the trees and stuff? The lemon drops and candy apples? That’s really 
clever! Plus, I never would’ve thought of making your hovel out of 
carrot cake!” 

“... Well. Thanks! Yeah, I thought that was pretty smart.” Lori was 
trying to play it cool but her big green eyes were lighting up. “Bunnies 
aren’t actually supposed to eat carrots, they’re more into lettuce and 
stuff, but it just reads better, y’ know?” 

“Yeah!” Molly said, pouring more sugar into her voice, “And the 
spelling bees with all the letter-shaped hives?” 

“Oh, yeah, well... that’s no big deal.” 

Molly agreed. She was pretty sure Lorelai ripped that off from a 
movie she'd seen once. Still, she gritted her teeth and she forced the four 
dots in her eyes to sparkle as brightly as they could. 

“And I’m not really into horror stuff, but the spooky stuff in the 
ghost area? With the patchwork blanket farms? So neat!” 

“Oh, stop it!” Lori sang while doing a go on, go on! motion with her 
free hand. 

“Yeah and... and... !” Molly couldn’t remember much else. 
She didn’t pay much attention to these worlds. They were loud and 
annoying and they never lasted more than a day. It was easier to just 
shut her eyes and plug her ears until they vanished. Something else . . . 
something else... 


Oh. 
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“I, um... the gardens outside. Are those . . . Were those supposed 
to be the Honeyglow Marsh?” Molly tapped the heels of her boots 
together bashfully. “. .. Like, where we used to go on vacation?” 

“,.. Yeah. Kinda. Yeah, that’s what I was going for.” 

“It’s just like it. Almost exactly!” Molly scratched at her bear hoodie. 
“I...um...I missed it.” She wasn’t lying this time. Lorelai paused. 

“_.. Yeah. Me too.” 

“It even smells the same. And it’s got all the same bugs and stuff.” 

“Yeah!” Lori said, “I worked really hard on that! People don’t realize 
how important smells are when it comes to presentation!” 

“It smells the same.” Molly said again. Lorelai took a step down the 
stairs. She wasn’t hidden behind the steam anymore. Molly could see 
her face again. She was smiling. 

“Huh. ... Maybe you’re not a total doofus. At least not... not all 
the time.” Lori hadn’t called her “doofus” in years. It was still an insult, 
but a soft one. One you’re supposed to throw at a sibling for fun, like a 
pillow fight. 

Molly let out a quiet breath. This was going well. She gripped her 
backpack like it was her parachute and lept forwards. “Um . . . I was 
thinking... Maybe we could play together again some time?” 

That hit Lorelai like a truck. 

It was the last thing she’d been expecting her sister to ask her. 

“... Really?” Lori took another step closer. 

“Yeah. I'd... I really would like to. I just... I need more time. If I 
had a little more free time, I could definitely play with you! Maybe if 
you... took some of my shifts, or worked more of your own . . .” Some- 
thing about that proposal caught Lori’s attention like bramble on the 
ear. “Or we could talk to dad and get him to work a little more! I just... 
I can’t work as much. I barely have any time to do chores and homework 
and... I want to play, but I can’t. I just don’t have enough time.” 

“... You have enough time to play with your friends.” 

Oh no. Her tone was wrong. Why was there ice in it? Did Molly do 
something wrong?! She had to recover. “I. . . well, barely! I only get to 
see them like twice a week.” 
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“Well then, don’t see them.” 

“H-Huh?” 

“Then you'll have plenty of time, right?” 

“No, I... Lalready don’t get to see them as much as Id like—” 

“But you do see them, right? So clearly you have enough time, right?” 
She looked around, eyes unforgiving and green. “Actually, where are 
they? I haven’t seen those two in a hot minute. They’re still here, right? 
Here. I can fix that. Then you'll have plenty of time to play with me. 
Problem solved.” She raised her staff overhead and it began charging 
with an unholy light. Shockwave incoming. A blast powerful enough to 
crackle through her entire world and rid it of any intruders. 


1” 


“No, stop!” Molly stepped forward, reaching for the staff as if she 
were anywhere near it. The witch stepped back and barked a hollow 
laugh. 

“Hah! I knew it! You don’t really want to spend time with me! You 
don’t really care about me at all! If you did then you wouldn’t mind 
me kicking them out! You’re just being selfish and using your time 
on them!” 


“No! That’s ... that’s not fair! That’s not fair at all 


1” 


Her training 
told her that she was supposed to construct a truth here that made 
Lorelai like her, to praise her and to give her whatever she wanted, 
but she just couldn’t. No construction site could hold that. The truth 
poured forth from her, ripping down paper walls. “T-They’re not the 
problem! It’s YOU! You’re the one who leaves me to do everything so I 
don’t have time to—” 

“And theeeeeeeeere it is! THERE’S the Molly I know!” Lorelai spread 
her arms wide, grandstanding to an audience of nobody. “I understand. 
I get it now! This is all about... you. Again! And this, right here? This 
whole pretending to be nice to me thing? This is all just a trick! You care 
more about them than you do about me.” 

“I care about everyone!” 

“WRONG! Wrong. God, you’re such a liar! It was you in the kitchen 
before with the spoon and the mixer, wasn’t it?” 

Lee 
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“Of course it was you. You're up here distracting me while your stupid 
friends ruin my chances with Vincent! Well no more! No more lies!” 

“Lori, I—” 

“Stop CALLING me that!” She stomped with the weight of an 
earthquake. “I am the HARE-IDAN, the prettiest witch in the Amble- 
glow Bramble! And you have incurred my wrath!” Her staff raised. The 
room shook! Molly lost her footing and fell to the ground as potions 
and bottles shattered around her. 

“You and your friends will NEVER take him away from me! Under- 
stand?! And until you apologize for everything you’ve done? I don’t ever 
want to see your face EVER again!” The cauldron flared, air painting 
the witch in impressionist colors of fiery malice. She swung her staff to 
the side and Molly was thrown across the floor like a pinball, launched 
straight into an opening that appeared in the wall. A square, metal 
mouth that opened up and swallowed her whole. 

“If you’re not going to play with me, then stay where you belong: 
In the dumbwaiter!” There was a ding like an elevator and the world 
dropped out from under Molly, sending her spiraling downwards into 
pure darkness. She screamed. After moments of horrible weightlessness 
her body smacked hard against the floor as gravity kicked back in. The 
dumbwaiter spat her out, sending her spiraling across the foyer. She 
came to a stop, sprawled out on her back against the circular tile. 

Had the fall caused her head to spin? 

... No, the world really was spinning. She was back at the bottom 
by the front door, but the modest staircase that led up to the Cauldra- 
torium was extending out of reach, like a spring stretching outwards 
toward an ever-expanding sky. 

The tiny hovel became a tower that spiraled up, up, up and away 
endlessly like a hallway in a dream. Like safety in a nightmare. By the 
time it stopped it must’ve been a hundred stories tall with her sister at 
the top, the queen of the world a thousand miles away. 

An intercom speaker grew out from the ground like a flower and 
shouted in her ear. 
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“Tf you want me nonviolent, then you d better stay silent.” 


The spell was a demand. 

The spell was a warning. 

Molly didn’t understand why, exactly, but she knew one thing: 
Lorelai was mad at her friends. And if she kept trying to stop her, she 
was going to hurt them. 

Should she try to stop her? 

How many times was she going to reach out to her sister? How 
many times was she going to be hurt for it? If she kept failing, would 
other people get hurt? 

What was the definition of insanity? 

I’m supposed to protect all of them. 

It’s my job. 

Protect everyone. 

Be nice. 

Do my chores. 

Do my homework. 

Clean the house. 

Do the dishes. 

Do the taxes. 

Have no friends. 

Cry more softly. I don’t want to hear you. 

Suffer. Suffer. Suffer. 

Suffer so that no one else has to. Lift the world on your tiny shoulders 
and when they shatter you should be the one to sweep away the dust. 


“Molly? Molly!” 


Naven appeared, flying on glittery wings and landing on her stomach. 

“My god, are you alright?” She blinked at the far-away ceiling. She 
blinked again. And again. Like the infinite distance above her was just a 
blur in her eye. Like it might be gone next time. 

“Wh... what am I doing wrong?” 
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Naven looked at her and said nothing. 

Tears began to well up in the corners of her eyes. 

“Ican’t...Ican’t! I don’t want to do this anymore! But I don’t know 
what else to do! What am I supposed to do?! ... What am I supposed 
to do?” He looked down at her. And with a terrible honesty he said: 


“.. 1 don’t know.” 


Most children her age would be baffled by this. How could an adult, 
a teacher, not know the answer? To this question or any? But Molly 
knew. Molly Blyndeff already knew the terrible secret of the world. She 
had known it for along time. The horrifying, beautiful truth that marks 
the end of childhood: 


Nobody knows what they're doing. 


Grown-ups aren’t smart. 

They didn’t have the answers. They barely knew anything at all. 
Most adults knew maybe 10% more than their children. Sometimes 
they knew less. 

Nobody knows what they're doing. 

Overbearing teachers would tell misbehaving students that “You 
can’t act like that in the veal world. The real world won’t forgive you 
if you don’t turn in your homework. The real world won’t appreciate 
that.” 

“You can’t get away with that in high school” 

“You can’t get away with that in college.” 

“You can’t get away with that at your job.” 

“You can’t get away with that in the real world.” 

But the scariest truth of all was that... you could. And people did. 

The real world didn’t care. 

Nature didn’t care if you wore your socks inside out or if you 
filed your quarterly tax report on time. Nature didn’t care if you were 
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incompetant. Nature didn’t care if you lived or you died. Nature kept 
going. It was people who cared. And even then, most people didn’t. 

Molly had been to the post office. Molly had been to restaurants. 
Molly had made business phone calls to insurance companies with 
practices that didn’t make any sense even after she read through them. 
She overheard men in suits chatting in hallways about how their boss 
didn’t know what they were doing. About how they didn’t know what 
they were doing. 

She was shocked by all of this. How could people have jobs if they 
were so bad at them? Shouldn’t they have been fired? Shouldn’t they 
try harder? They were grown-ups, weren’t they? Grown-ups knew how 
things worked, didn’t they? Grown-ups were supposed to care, weren’t 
they? After all, they can’t get away with that in the real world. 

She thought about her father. 

He was getting away with it in the real world. 

Was everyone? 

Oh no. 

Oh no. 

Competence was optional. Every job was made up. Every social 
convention, every system, every political office, every instruction you 
were ever told to follow . . . it was all just made up. Painted cardboard 
held together with crossed fingers and string. A world of adult children 
trying a best that wasn’t good enough. 

In some ways, this was a beautiful thing. It meant that everything was 
fake and so there were no consequences for faking it. All confidence? 
Fake. Every accolade? Meaningless. The world was an open sandbox full 
of big dumb children making up the rules to their lives as they went 
along. Each person was free to reshape those rules as they saw fit. To play 
games. Io make their own worlds and build their own sandcastles. 

For Molly, this was the purest kind of terror. 

She’d asked the world for help, once. If Phoenica’s family would 
adopt her. If Naven would take her away from here and hide her some- 
where. But even her dearest friends, with their infinite money and kind- 
ness, had told her that they could not. It was against the law to separate 
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her from her father without his consent or due cause. The man from the 
child protection agency refused to save her. Her father refused to raise 
her. Her sister refused to help. They were useless. All of them frozen 
with incompetence or stuck behind walls of tinkertoy bureaucracy. 

A few months after Molly’s mother had died and the weight of her 
new life had set in, she had started to view her toy store as a prison. 

Maybe, she thought, Maybe if I shout loud enough... If I wasnt so 
quiet and scared... If I learned how to speak, then maybe... just maybe, 
someone out there might hear my voice and they could help. 

But she knew now. The world outside the toybox was also a playset. 
One giant toy box built by people with no plan or experience. Toys in- 
side and out, a vast ocean of children that would hear her cries for help 
and stare back at her with useless, confused eyes. She would reach her 
tiny hand out to the world, desperate for help, and the world would not 
know how to take it. 

The only thing that could save her now was a wrecking ball. 

Something big and loud and stupid, shattering through it all. Some- 
thing that didn’t care about rules or consequences. Something that 
didn’t care about stupid child custody laws or useless decisions made by 
foolish men in suits. Something that destroyed the toy houses and the 
law that everyone else seemed to view as ironclad. She would lay in bed 
at night trying to imagine what that wrecking ball might look like, but 
every day it was getting harder and harder to picture. 

Her greatest fear was that that day would never come. 

She would probably live like this for the rest of her life, alone in a 
prison of plastic. 

That fear scrunched up her face and squeezed itself out of her eyes, 
hot and stinging in streams down her face. She hiccuped and sobbed. 
This poor, pathetic little girl lying alone in a fantasy land in a toy store 
in the real, made-up world that didn’t care about her. 

Naven flew down and landed by her side and hugged her, sparkling 
tears on his cheeks mimicking her own. He felt every bit of her pain. 
He hugged her tighter still, as if he might be able to squeeze the sadness 
out of her. What else could he do? He didn’t have time to care for a 
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child. He couldn’t simply take Molly away and hope that no one would 
notice. He was a man of standing. He was a CEO. He was in charge of 
a major organization. He had far too much to lose. 

He could not help Molly Blyndeff. Not in the way he wanted to 

And so, he held her and did nothing. He held her in his tiny arms 
and hoped that would be enough somehow, but it was not. Even if 
he'd been at his full size, the business giant would have been too small 
to help her. 

Molly realized she was making him sad. 

She stopped crying. 

“Sorry,” she said. Then again, with a constructed smile: “Sorry. 
Don’t worry about it. Pll go fix it.” She stood up. Naven slid off of 
her and hung sadly in midair. He tried to hold some part of her hand 
and give her some flavor of comfort. Anything. He reached out, but she 
slipped through his fingers and Molly Blyndeff started up the stairs to 
tell her sister that she had officially given up. 


* KOK 


Some time later, Molly stood in front of Lorelai, exhausted from the 
long climb. Exhausted from everything. 

The Hare-idan stood at the top of the Cauldratorium. 

Tall. Imposing. Unstoppable. 

“Say it,” she demanded, pointing the staff at her sibling. 

pe POOLEY,” 

“Say that you're sorry for tricking me!” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“Say that you’re sorry for messing up my kitchen!” 

“... Pm sorry.” 

Lori took a step down the stairs. “Say you’re sorry for embarrassing 
me in front of Vincent!” 
“Tm sorry.” 
“Say you're sorry for not recommending me to be his minion!” 


“~.. Tm sorry.” 
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Lori stopped. “... And you'll recommend me for a minion position 
once he thaws?” 

Molly swallowed. She looked at her petrified Boss. If she agreed to 
that then she knew what would happen. Lorelai would monopolize 
him. She would take him into her worlds while Molly was left alone 
outside to balance everything on her shoulders. She would probably 
never get to see Boss again. 

.. But. 

It was her fault that they were trapped here in the first place. It was 
her job to protect him. She was his minion. If she had just done her job 
and warned Boss about her in the first place then this wouldn’t have 
been a problem. She needed to protect him. She had to protect him. It 
didn’t matter if she didn’t get to see him anymore. 

Even if she wanted to. 

Even if she really wanted to. 

What mattered was that he was safe. Besides, Naven said that they 
were getting along. Boss probably liked her sister more than her any- 
ways. He would be happy this way. That was all that mattered. All she 
had to do was agree. 

The words stopped hard in her throat. 

“_.. Well?” Lori demanded. 


« okay.” 


Lori took a breath and heaved a big sigh. It was over. She had won! 
For the first time since Molly had come into her world, her shoulders 
relaxed. She almost smiled. 

“Well . . . okay! Good! . . . I guess you can stay then. If I’ve got 
your recommendation then I don’t have to make these dumb cookies 
anymore. We can kick your friends out and then all three of us can play. 
Come up here, we'll thaw him out.” Molly walked closer to the bottom 
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of the staircase, head down, keeping her distance from the fire in the 
center of the room. Her sister looked back at her. “... Hey. Why are you 
crying? Quit it, he’s gonna think I bullied you or something!” Molly 
nodded. She flipped up her hoodie and muted her own sobbing so that 
she wouldn’t be a nuisance. 

Halfway up the stairs something hard pressed against Molly’s chest. 
Lorelai was holding her white staff out and poking her with it. 

“Hang on,” she said. “That reminds me. You have one more thing 
to apologize for.” Molly looked up at her sister with a worn expression. 
What else could she possibly give? 

“Say you're sorry for ditching me on our birthday.” 

rota? 

“Our birthday. Last year. I spent all weekend setting up stuff for 
us to do, and then you went off with Phoenica and Trixie instead. You 
ruined it. Say you’re sorry.” 

What? 

... What. 

Lorelai pressed the staff against Molly’s chest like an animal that 
she was trying to corral into a cage. “C’mon. Say sorry so we can thaw 
him out.” 

That wasn’t fair! That wasn’t fair at all! 

Molly didn’t ruin it! Lori had been busy playing all week so Molly 
had to catch up on chores! She had to fix the electrical wiring! She had 
to stay home from school! She had so much to do that she completely 
forgot that it even was her birthday. Trixie and Feenie hadn’t known 
Molly’s birthday back then, they only found out when a social media 
app alerted them. They hadn’t had time to buy her presents, but they 
insisted on taking her out somewhere. Anywhere. Molly had decided to 
go to the park. Just the park, at night. Somewhere with no responsibil- 
ity. Somewhere away from home. Molly’s birthday present was an hour 
of peace and quiet and she barely managed that. 

Anger began to simmer in Molly’s chest. She tried to swallow it back 
down. She was so close to saving Boss and her friends. She couldn’t 
ruin this. She swallowed everything else, right? This wasn’t even close 
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to the worst thing her sister had done, right? But still. For some reason 
this tiny thing she could not swallow. It pushed its way out of her in 
an acid hiss. 

“.. you were supposed to do the dishes.” 

She wanted to say something else. She had so much to say, but that’s 
what came out of her. When a water tank is under a ton of pressure, 
you never know where it’s going to burst. She said it again. 

“You were supposed to do the dishes.” 

Lori blinked. “What?” 

“... Last week. During your knight bubble. You were supposed. To 
do. The dishes.” 

“Yeah?” She readjusted her hat. “I was gonna, once I killed the 
dragon.” 

“You were already two hours late .. .” 

Lori pressed the staff a little harder. “‘Cause I didn’t kill the dragon 
yet.” What about this wasn’t she getting? 

Molly still wasn’t looking at her. 

“I couldn’t make dinner because everything was dirty .. . I had to 
do the dishes. I had to make the food. I had to clean up. I was supposed 
to do my homework but I didn’t have time. You were supposed to do 
the dishes.” 

“Oh my god, they’re just dishes, it’s not a big deal—” 

“You made me CRY!” Molly exploded. “You made me cry in front 
of EVERYONE!” 

Lori stepped back. “W-what are you talking about?” 

Molly pounded her little foot against the staircase. Pent up anger 
avalanched from her mouth. It battered against Lori, hitting her over 
and over like she'd tried to stuff all her old baggage into a storage closet 
and it all came tumbling down at once. 

“I wasn’t able to finish my homework so my teacher yelled at me! 
Because this is the third time I’ve missed homework in that class! And 
she asked me why I hadn’t done it, and I said I couldn't do the home- 
work because I had to make dinner! And I had to do the dishes... but I 
couldn’t actually say that, because I was crying. Then she said that I was 
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just making excuses, but I couldn’t defend myself because I was already 
crying, and that made me cry harder . . . and I couldn’t tell her that I 
wasn t making excuses and it wasnt my fault. It was YOUR FAULT!” 

Lorelai had often made her cry. 

She made her cry ten minutes ago. She made her cry when she told 
her their father didn’t like her. She made her cry when she threatened 
to take away the only friend who convinced her to believe in herself in 
years. Lorelai had made her little sister cry a hundred times before but 
for some reason this, right now, was a bridge too far. 

Silence hung strong in the air. Molly had raised her voice again, but 
this time she didn’t care. No one was there to get hurt this time. Just 
her. And when it was just her she was allowed to get mad. How dare 
Lori ask her to say sorry? How DARE Lori demand that her friends go 
away?! When Molly asked them to leave it was so that she could keep 
them safe. That was different. This? Lorelai didn't get to decide this. 
Lorelai didn’t get to order them around and tell them to leave her house! 
It wasn’t even her house! She didn’t clean it or look after it or take care 
of the people inside of it! How dare she!?! They were all Molly had! 

The outburst had thrown Lorelai back for a moment .. . but just a 
moment. The witch gripped her staff and pinched her brow. 

“... Oh, here we go again!” she groaned, exasperated. “We were 
SO close, Molly! So close! All you had to do was be fun for once. 
All you had to do was enjoy yourself for once, but no! No, you can’t 
help but whine about every little thing and make it all about work. All 
about chores, all about you!” The witch banged her staff again, flipping 
it around like a flag twirler as its bottom shortened back up into a 
wand. “Well not this time! This time I’m going to make you play along 
whether you like it or not! 

“For a sister so artless, become lit’rally heartless~!” 

The wand began to glow and an eerie black spell wiggled between 
its rabbit ears. Molly wasn’t afraid this time, though. No matter how 
flashy or special Lorelai’s attacks were they couldn’t do anything against 


her epithet. 
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The witch reared back her wand and fired. A ball of dark cosmic fire 
sailed down the stairs towards Molly. She didn’t even move. The magic 
would wash past her like it was never even there. This was nothing. 
Worthless play-acting. She had nothing to worry about. 


“Molly, look out!!!” 


Rick appeared suddenly from nowhere, diving into the air. He lept 
from her hair and took the spell in the stomach like it was a bullet. 
The lizard clattered against the ground, limp like a bird that had fallen 
from its nest. 

ipeaeeerd = (| raat 

“Rick?!” 

...No. 

No! 

No, no, zo! Molly had been walking around with him on her head 
for so long that she’d completely forgotten he was there! She thought he 
was still in the kitchen! No, no, no, no, no, no, no! Molly kneeled down 
and cradled him in her arms. A glowing, crescent-moon scar burned 
against his side. Blood trickled down his scales. Against Molly that spell 
would’ve been harmless, but this wound was very, very real. 

“Rick! Are you okay?!” 

He didn’t respond. His heartbeat was fading. 


He was dying. 
“Wh ... what is that?” Lori said, not fully processing what had 
happened. 


“Fix him!” the younger sister barked. 

“O-Okay!” Lori kneeled beside her sibling and wove her wand above 
the creature like she was stirring a bowl. “Uh...” 

“Well?!” 

“I... I can’t think of a rhyme!” Molly elbowed her hard in the 
stomach. “Ow!” 

“It doesn’t need a rhyme, just DO IT!” 
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“F-Fine! Blah blah blah blah belle, u-undo all my spells!” An under- 
whelming white light corkscrewed out of the wand and into Rick’s 
body. There was a loud pulse and a groan. His scales shook and his 
limbs extended, glowing white. When the light faded, his original form 
was sprawled across the staircase, unconscious. 

“Rick . . .” Molly reached out to touch him hoping for some kind 
of pulse. 

Then, he vanished. Gone. Popped into nothingness. 

“H-huhe” She looked up. Lori stood with a shaken expression 
looking into the middle distance, a smoking wand in her hand. She 
was breathing heavily. Molly grabbed her by the apron. “. . . What is 
WRONG with you?!?” 

7k dide: (22° 

“You didn’t even check if he was okay!! 


(eed 


She pushed her sister 
backwards, knocking her prone on the staircase behind her. She didn’t 
fight back. 

“It wasn’t on purp ... I-I never meant to...” 

“Ugh! You are unbelievable!” Molly smacked her. She hit her again 
and again. Smack, smack, smack. Useless little baby hands weakly bash- 
ing against Lori’s clothes like a prisoner against a cell door. 

“'m...Pmsorry...I was only playing...” 

Molly’s anger radiated into her hands and without even meaning to 
her epithet began to glow. With each hit a piece of Lorelai’s magical 
outfit vanished. Smack. The apron was gone. Smack. The outer dress 
disappeared. Smack. Her hat wilted to dust. Baubles dropped to the 
floor and shattered. In the end Lorelai was wearing only the outfit she 
woke up in that morning: a simple pair of pink overalls over a green 
top. She lay dumbfounded against the stairs with only her wand in 
her hand. 

“I was only playing,” she said again. “I was only playing!” 

Molly took the wand from her and snapped it in half. It dissolved 
into dust in her hands. 

“This isn’t a game, Lorelai!” She took a heated breath. “You’re bad, 
Lori! You’re . . . you’re bad.” Molly held up a hand and a portal to 
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the outside world opened at the bottom of the stairs. The toy store 
awaited just beyond. It was dark outside now. Closing time. She turned 
to her sister, her button eyes galvanized in fire, and she gave voice to 
the thought she’d wanted to say back on the cobblestone bridge. The 
thought she’d meant to say when she exploded. The feeling that had 


been growing inside her heart for two years. 
‘T hate you.” 
She walked through the portal without anybody’s permission. 


And Lorelai sat on the ground. 
Terrified ... and alone. 


CHAPTER 8 


Bridging the Distance 


The portal closed behind her. 

Molly was alone again in the dark of the toy store. This wasn’t 
like the last time she was kicked out, when she shouted herself empty 
in front of her friends. This time it felt right. Like she’d taken a load 
bearing knife from her back and stuck it into a monster that deserved it. 
It didn’t feel good. But it did feel correct. 

A groan came from the floor behind her. 

Rick was pressed against the stomach of the large teddy bear. He 
was breathing hard, but he was breathing. Good. She knelt down beside 
him. It was almost strange seeing him bigger than her at this point. She 
was so used to his lizard form. She softly shook his shoulder. 

“Rick? Rick, are you okay?” 

“Nnngh .. . Molly?” He blinked the fog out of his eyes and took 
in the toys around him. “Hahh .. . I suppose I messed up then, huh? 
We’re back in the store...” 

“It’s okay. Let me see your injury. Where is it?” She was pretty sure 
the spell had hit him on the belly in lizard form, but she didn’t know 
where that translated to on his actual body. Rick pointed to a spot on 
his side. She pulled up his jacket at the hip and her eyes widened. His 
riverbed clay skin was covered in dozens and dozens of silvery scars like 
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quartz veins in a cliffside. They wrapped across his stomach, up and 
down his body in crescent moons in long, ugly lines. 

“Oh good! It appears I am unharmed!” He smiled. Molly gave him 
a worried look. “Hm? Oh, I see you’re concerned on account of my 
countless wounds! Do not worry! Most of them don’t even hurt! Much! 
... Are you alright? Things got pretty heated back there!” 

Molly felt a shiver of embarrassment creep up her back. Oh right. 
He was there that entire time. He heard her explode at her sister. That 
was the second time today. She must seem like a nutjob. 

“... Pm okay.” 

“Excellent! In that case my heroic self-sacrifice has borne fruit! 
Perhaps the fruit of friendship? He extended the usual hand. Same 
old Rick. Good. That meant he was fine. Molly let out an exhausted 
little sigh. 

“You come on a little strong,” Molly told him. 

“Yes, Iam very strong! THE STRONGEST!” Message not received. 
She pushed him up from behind to avoid the handshake. “So!” he 
dusted himself off, “Shall we go back in?” Molly froze. 

“Umm ... Actually? I was thinking I might go in by myself this 
time.” Rick’s constant smile dropped for a second. Then it flipped back 
on like a broken light switch. 

“Oh!” he said. “Cool! Cool, cool, very cool. Yes.” 

“It’s not that I don’t appreciate you trying to save me, it’s just—!” 

“No, yeah, I get it. No.” 

“it’s just that I can’t be hurt by her spells and everyone else 
can,so...” 

“No, no, yeah. No, yeah, I get it. I get it.” 

A silence fell over the room. The uncomfy kind. Like a blanket 
scrunched behind your neck at a weird angle. She didn’t want to make 
him feel too bad. There had to be something he could do... She tapped 
her chin. 

“I... think I’m gonna find a different entry point this time. You 
could... help me find another spot?” 
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“Yeah! Sounds good, Pll help! Yes.” It wasn’t much of a bone she 
threw him, but Rick jumped at it like a puppy. He followed her along as 
they squeezed their way past the huge, silvery bubble that still occupied 
more than half of the building. 

At the back of the storefront was an unfinished hallway that turned 
a corner and disappeared off into darkness. Molly flipped on a fluores- 
cent light and took a left. There was a thin staircase going up and a 
thin staircase going down, each about half the width of a normal stair- 
case. The architect must’ve really been trying to cram as much into the 
limited floorspace as he could. Molly mentally mapped out the bubble’s 
location and decided to head down the lower staircase. Rick followed 
behind single-file, ducking his head beneath the low plaster ceiling. 

Halfway down the staircase the bubble re-emerged through the wall 
like a ghost, blocking their path. Molly tapped the bubble and watched 
the surface wiggle a bit, studying it the way an old woman studies the 
ocean before a storm. 

“It’s taking up too much of the wall,” Molly decided. “We’ll have to 
go through it.” She opened a portal against the bubble’s side and blue 
light poured into the hallway. Heavy seawater pressed against the rim 
like it was aquarium glass and faded off into a deep, distant cobalt. This 
must be in the middle of the ocean somewhere. Molly looked at Rick. 
He was Ocean Race. She tilted her head. 

“You can’t breathe underwater, can you?” 

“Nnnno. No, not anymore.” Rick looked especially disappointed 
by the question. Right. He almost drowned earlier. Maybe he had gills 
once but they got hurt or scarred like the rest of him at some point. 
Molly felt bad again. 

“T-that’s okay! Uh, I can just do this!” Molly extended her arms like 
a scarecrow and a wobbly green-and-pink bubble emanated from her 
on all sides, like she was in the center of a hamster ball. She gestured for 
Rick to step inside. “You’re gonna have to walk at my pace, okay?” He 
nodded, and with a one... two... three! Molly rolled them both into 
the ocean depths. 
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The ball suspended in the water like a jellyfish, slowly moving for- 
ward against the current. It was a little tricky to maneuver. She’d only 
done this once before when Lori had made an Atlantis-style undersea 
kingdom with the store’s pool toys. By erasing the water in front of 
the ball Molly was able to create a small vacuum which sucked them 
forwards. Rick looked up and down, marveling at the shadows of sea 
creatures swimming all around them. 

“... You are really amazing, Molly.” 

A shiver of confused embarrassment crept up her back. She hurried 
to deflect it. 

“My powers only work like this in places my sister makes,” she 
clarified. “That’s why it’s my job to fix Lori’s messes.” 

Rick nodded. He stepped alongside her until the ocean in front 
of them seemed to stop expanding. The watery reflections danced flat 
against an invisible wall like they had hit the edge of a pool. Molly rolled 
up the sleeve of her hoodie to her shoulder, stuck her arm into the 
water, and tapped the wall, exploding it outwards to the other side. 

The ball rolled through and popped against an unfinished cement 
basement floor. The closing portal swallowed up the blue light behind 
them, leaving only a handful of yellow bulbs hanging from the ceiling 
to illuminate the room. 

Toys and tools sat on shelves in disarray. A large workbench criss- 
crossed with paint splotches occupied the majority of a wall just under- 
neath a sprawling bulletin board with dozens of sketches push-pinned 
to the cork. Dolls and action figures were left in pieces on wooden 
counters like an unfinished autopsy. Stacks of organized mess piled 
high. A toy junkyard, just left of whimsical. This place would have 
looked downright creepy in the wrong lighting. 

“Daaad?” Molly called. “DaaAAaaaad?” 

No answer. 

Lorelai’s bubble extended all the way out into the middle of the 
room. That meant that her father had probably been sucked into 
Lorelai’s world by accident at the moment she created it. That wasn’t 
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terribly uncommon. Both Molly and her father had been unintention- 
ally sucked in too many times to count, sometimes even in the middle 
of the night. Lori would start sleep-inscribing and her worlds would 
leak into real life. 

She sighed. Her dad would probably be alright. Lori didn’t let their 
father into her worlds too often, but once he was in it was tough to 
get him out. He would navigate her fantasy lands like a prairie dog, 
constantly popping up in spots that made no sense for him to be in. 
Once something caught his interest he would study it the way a tinkerer 
looks at a clock, fixated and utterly impossible to remove. 

“Is this your family?” 

Molly turned. 

Rick was pointing to an old photograph in a circular frame. That 
one was taken a few years ago. Right near the marsh they'd visited on 
vacation, actually. Molly and Lori were in front and their parents were 
in the back. Their dad had an arm around Lorelai with a big, stupid 
grin on his face. Their mother had a hand on Molly’s shoulder. 

Calliope Blyndeff. 

Her colorful name was almost a complete mismatch for her 
appearance. 

Unlike her husband, Calliope almost always had a serious expression 
on her face. Her tall figure and the way she held Molly’s shoulders in 
the photo gave off the unmistakable energy of an evil stepmother or 
schoolmarm who hated the children at her orphanage and would sell 
them for a nickel. 

This couldn’t be further from the truth. 

Calliope was the sort of person who’s face barely had one degree of 
separation between a smile and a frown and only the people who were 
close to her could really tell the difference. Molly knew that in that 
photo she was smiling as widely as she ever did. 

Her mother was a fastidious woman and a meticulous taskmaster 
who ran the business end of the family’s toy store. The polar opposite 
of her husband in basically every way. Where he was wild and impulsive, 
she lived her whole life according to a day planner. 
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She looked after the children. She did all the chores. She ran the 
finances ... and she loved them all to the tick of a clock. Her life was 
an endless schedule and she loved every minute of it. Callie once told 
Molly how amazing it felt to plan and then execute an ideal day of work. 
Molly did not understand this feeling then and she especially did not 
understand it now. 

Looking back, Molly now realized her mother had been a ball of 
high-functioning anxiety. In business meetings she wore a false pair of 
glasses because she worried people wouldn’t take her seriously without 
them. A full-on addict of hustle culture. She had her daughters’ whole 
lives planned out and was devastated whenever an obstacle to that plan 
presented itself. The only thing that could calm her down was her un- 
endingly lax husband. 

“It’s fine, Cal, it’s fine! Look at me! I got no idea what I’m doin’ and 
even a loser like me ended up with a perfect wife and kids! I’m a total 
failure, but here I am, happy as a clam! See? Bap bap bap. These clam 
lips want a clam kiss! C’mere! Mwah! Hey, there yah go.” 

She would laugh and calm herself at his endless stupidity. She found 
it charming. An oasis of fun for her tight ship to sail in. 

As a lone parent either one of them might’ve been too much, but 
somehow her wild workaholism and Marty’s reckless abandon balanced 
each other out, yin and yang. A happy home balanced on two broken 
support beams. Together they were almost parents. 

Calliope died in a fire when Molly was ten. 

No one was quite sure what had happened. The fire had started in 
the middle of the night, and by morning their old life was gone. Their 
toy store, which had grown so well under Calliope’s management, 
vanished alongside her in a cloud of smoke. An old friend of hers from 
business school managed to set them up with a new live-in store as a 
favor, but the location wasn’t as nearly good and the spark was gone. 
Without Callie running the ship it was destined to sink slowly into 
the swamp. 

Molly nodded. 

Yes. 
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That was her family, once. 

Rick stared at the picture and appraised the smiling girl who had 
almost killed him. Younger then. Smaller, in normal clothes. 

“When did your sister become a witch?” 

Molly had to think about that. She looked into her own warped 
reflection on the bubble wall like it might know the answer. She almost 
said “Just today,” but that wasn't really right, was it? 

“... 1 don’t know. She used to be nice, I think. We used to play to- 
gether. She used her powers outside of her bubbles more and we would 
play.” They'd had tea parties in real castles. They'd traveled through 
enchanted forests together. She had worn a real princess dress and her 
sister had been her knight. Her protector. 

She knew that those things had happened. They were facts. But those 
facts felt far away now, almost like she was remembering a photograph 
of those moments rather than living through them herself. Lorelai had 
grown distant after their mom died. She had always been outgoing and 
energetic with lots of friends, but nowadays she rarely left the house. 
She was definitely extroverted, but who needs to go out when you can 
go wherever you want? So instead of going out she would stay in. In her 
own worlds. Far deeper in than anyone should ever go. 

Molly walked over to Lorelai’s bubble and picked a new spot along 
the far wall, away from where they came out of the underwater ocean. 

“T think this is basically the opposite side from before. I should be 
able to get in faster this way if she doesn’t know P’m coming.” She 
searched around the room for some excuse to say goodbye to Rick. 
Some way to leave him there. 

“... Pm a little jealous of you,” he said. 

Molly stopped. 

“_.. For what?” 

She couldn’t help but be a little mad at him. What did she have that 
anyone else could possibly want? 

“Your friendship seems so easy,” he said. “The way you talk with 
Phoenica and Trixie, it’s so, it’s just so .. . easy. can’t think of another 
word.” He looked at her. “But that’s not fair, is it? You were willing to 
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give up everything to take the hit for them! And your Boss guy. And 
me! You’re cool. You’re really, really cool, Molly.” 

His compliment was so unexpected that it nearly knocked her over. 
“Cool?” Her? No one had ever called her cool before. Well, Boss did 
once, but he used the word “Cool” like a comma. Rick sighed. 

“I wish I remembered how to make friends like you,” he said. 

Molly turned to him, embarrassed, desperate to downplay the com- 
pliment. 

“I only have two real friends.” 

“Hey, that’s not too bad. I don’t have any,” Rick smiled. He’d been 
smiling all day, but this one wasn’t like the others. It was soft and worn 
and real, like the pattern on an antique doll. Molly couldn’t help but 
feel sorry for him. 

“But... you must’ve had lots of friends underwater, right? Didn’t 
you say you used to be super powerful?” 

“Yes, well . . .” Rick walked over to one of the work tables and 
began absentmindedly fiddling with dolls. “That was a long time ago. 
Friendships are very different, where I come from.” The image of Rick’s 
tattered skin with all of its scars flashed in her head for a moment. It felt 
like a dangerous question, but she couldn’t help but ask: 

“... What happened to them?” 

“Hm? Oh! Well. Hmmm...” The question was weighty enough 
that he had to search for a good spot to lift it from. “Well . . . When 
I was a young guppy, I had many friends. Generally epithet-users get 
stronger the more they use their powers, right? But mine is different. 
yeSoulmates¥* only gets stronger when I gain a new friend. Each friend 
is worth one point of Proficiency, you see. Right now I’m sitting at a 
whopping two!” 

Ob, they must use Proficiency to measure epithet strength in Ocean 
Country too, Molly thought. She’d had her own Proficiency measured 
once. 18. Quite high for a child her age. Most kids didn’t have to use 
their powers as much as she did. Most kids didn’t have a sibling some- 
where in the high sixties. 

Rick gathered the toppled dolls into a cluster on the desk. 
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“I obtained as many friends as I could and I became VERY powerful. 
So powerful in fact that I caught the eye of our Supreme Leader!” Rick 
looked up from the dolls. “Does the surface have a Supreme Leader?” 

Molly shook her head no. 

“Well, we do! Our Supreme Leader is an ancient warlock known 
as He Who Hungers Endlessly. Big squid man, ten feet tall. Sits on an 
electric throne. Terrifying, honestly!” Rick picked up a broken puppet 
and sat him against the wall. “Well anyways, I caught his glowy, glowy 
eye because I was basically the strongest kid my age by a country fathom. 
So, one day I got Harvested!” 

“_.. Harvested’?” 

Rick looked at her. “Oh man, do you guys not have the Harvesting? 
Lucky! Whenever someone’s powers grow enough to be worthy of the 
Supreme Leader’s attention, they are taken away to a cell in the Colos- 
seum. The strongest of us would duke it out against other wizards and 
witches, and when we were finally powerful enough we would get to 
fight against His Translucence himself! And boy, oh boy, he will just 
turn you into paste. I thought I was strong, but MAN. He just destroyed 
me. Multiple times!” 

“Why?” Molly blinked. 

“So he could get stronger! He Who Hungers Endlessly lives up to 
his name! He Hungers! Endlessly!” Molly shrunk back like she was 
listening to a ghost story. 

“Does he... eat kids?” 

“No!” Rick said automatically. He thought about it again. “Maybe? 
I hope not! But no! See, his Proficiency was already so high that the 
only way it could actually get any higher was to fight strong opponents. 
Like, REALLY strong ones. Ordinary people didn’t level up his powers 
at all.” Rick swung the puppet’s arm to knock away all the little wooden 
figurines in front of him. “Long story short, we were farmed for 
experience points!” 

“That’s... that’s awful!” 

“Yes!” 


“That’s like .. . really really awful!” 
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“Yes!” Rick smiled. “The worst part is that all of those fights didn’t 
even make me any stronger. Which was a bummer! My power only 
grows when I get more friends, and when you spend a bunch of years 
inside a cage, well... some of your friends from the outside start to forget 
you.” He shrugged. “I don’t blame them. I hadn’t seen most of them 
since I was twelve.” 

“You got taken away when you were twelve?” Molly asked. 
“_.. 1m twelve.” 

“Haha, hey! Watch out!” Rick said, shooting her a quick double- 
guns gesture. He sounded playful, but she couldn’t help but feel some 
part of it was meant as a genuine warning. She imagined what it would 
be like to live that way for years, enough years to become a grown-up 
like Rick. She felt a lump in her throat. 

“Anyways,” Rick continued, “Long story short, I was the only one in 
the Colosseum fights who kept getting weaker. You know. Not count- 
ing the ones who died. I tried to make friends with my fellow captives, 
but.” 

His eyes disappeared behind his sunglasses. 

“Well... It feels... wrong. You can’t hurt the people who are sup- 
posed to be your friends. Right? Even facing them in battle felt wrong. 
So instead I faced them under the ‘Rick Shades’ persona! After all, our 
value as Proficiency cattle was entirely based on winning and strength. 
My friends all needed to win the battles, but I didn’t need to win any! 
I just needed them to like me. So . . . I would lose! I would lose every 
fight.” He pulled up the edge of his patchwork jacket. The silver scars 
sparkled across his skin. “For them, winning was the only thing that 
mattered. So I would lose. And that way, we all won! Letting myself get 
hurt was best for everyone!” 

He knocked the purple figure over. Molly felt it in her bones. She 
swallowed audibly. 

“As for what happened to them... well...” Rick paused. 

And then... Rick took off his sunglasses. Molly got an unobscured 
look at his face for the first time. His eyes were so strange: Scleras yellow, 
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pupils black. Such a deep absence of color. Soft and black. Friendly. 
Quiet. Instant. The way a dreamless sleep might feel. 

“There were only so many fighters in the Colosseum, of course. 
Only so many friends I could make. They would get hurt. Or die. And 
so no matter how hard I tried, my friend count kept going down, thus 
so did my strength. Eventually I realized that there was no way for me 
to win. I was a failure. They would dispose of me soon. I could not win 
no matter how hard I tried or how much I sacrificed.” Molly swallowed 
again. She didn’t need a black string connecting the two of them to 
know how that felt. 

“So,” Rick said, “I asked my remaining friends one final favor. I 
would try to do what no one else had: I would escape. Using all their 
powers together I would flee the Colosseum and make for the surface. I 
had one friend who could break through glass and another friend who 
could swim at incredible speeds . . . Even someone who could breathe 
underwater. They agreed to help me escape and in my next battle they 
lent me their powers. I outswam the sentries. I smashed through the 
dome, and I alone made it out of Ocean Country, but...” 

Molly leaned forward. She had taken a seat on a stool and now she 
was on the edge of it. 

“But what?” 

“Well... halfway across the sea, my powers... gave out on me. All 
at once.” He turned his sunglasses back and forth in his hands sadly. 
“Water filled my lungs and my strength disappeared into the sea foam. 
To be honest, I’m surprised that I’m alive! I guess I really am lucky! Ha 
hah... hahh...hahhh.. .” 

Molly digested his story for a minute, turning sentences over in her 
head like pieces of a puzzle box that she desperately wanted to solve. 

“... You made it out. . .” she said, her voice barely a whisper. 

“Barely, but yes! Still though . . . [lost them all.” He covered his eyes 
with his sunglasses and put on a big, fake smile. “Honestly, it’s probably 
for the best! I must’ve been a pretty lousy friend if they all gave up on 
me like that. So... that’s why I’m jealous. I thought maybe I could start 
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over here and prove my worth, but. Well. Nope!” Rick smiled at her in 
the way he always did. A smile that wasn’t. 

She thought a bit more. She thought harder than she had in a long 
time, the gears of her brain oiled by just a little bit of hope. Then, 
something clicked. She stood up and walked over to the table with the 
dolls on it. 

“They gave up on you .. . all at once?” 

“Yes. I felt their soul-strings sever from mine. All within a minute. 
Perhaps it was all some cruel prank .. . sending me out into the ocean to 
die. A fitting end for a failure, I suppose.” 

“...No. No, I don’t think that’s what happened at all.” 

“Mm?” 

“Yeah. Was escaping the Colosseum hard?” 

“Oh, extremely! Tons of guards. Plus, if you get caught you die. Plus 
plus, once you get out of the building you have to break through the 
sea dome which is about ten feet thick. And then there’s an ocean in the 
way, and let me tell you, your lungs don like that thing!” 

“... If they wanted to hurt you, wouldn’t it have been easier to stop 
being your friend right away? To let the guards catch you? 

“Hm?” Rick blinked. “Yes, I suppose that’s true.” 

Molly considered something. “Are you still friends with Trixie and 
Feenie right now?” 

Rick grinned and threw up his hand. 

“Of course, Pm—!” His power fizzled. He looked at his empty palm. 
“... not. No, I guess I’m not.” He looked like he was about to cry. 
Molly silently walked over to the edge of the bubble and opened it. 

“How about now?” 

Void lightning sparked to life again along Rick’s fingertips. 

“Why .. . yes! Yes, I can feel them!” He turned to Molly and stared 
at her, eyes full of darkness and wonder. “What did you do? Are you 
ALSO a WIZARD?” 

“I didn’t do anything, Rick. I just thought of something.” 

Molly walked over to the dolls. She connected two of them with 
a nearby thread of yarn from the sweater of an old stuffie. Then, she 
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picked up the purple figure and moved it through the air in a swimming 
motion as far as it could go until the yarn snapped tight. 

“What if your power has range?” 

“ia Ranges” 

“Yeah. I mean isn’t it weird? That they would all stop being friends 
with you? Right at the same time? Maybe your power has a range 
limitation. Like... once you get too far away, you’re not connected to 
them anymore. The string didn’t snap because they cut it... It snapped 
because a string can only stretch so far.” 

Rick stared at her. 

"TOOG «habe 

“Yeah. Y'know what I think? I think you still have those friends, 
Rick. I think they know that you escaped. And if I were them, I'd be so, 
so happy for you.” 

His eyes welled up behind his sunglasses. 

“You... you think?” 

“Sure. All your scars are from the times you let your friends win so 
they could grow stronger, right? ... And you took a hit for me, even 
though you didn’t have to. I think you’re a really nice person, Rick. I 
think they probably miss you.” 

Rick began to cry. 

“O-oh!” 

“You just... come on a little strong. That’s all.” She patted him on 
the back. His big glowing eyes wobbled behind his sunglasses. 

“T...Pm... de strungest!!!” Molly reached into her backpack 
and produced a handkerchief that Phoenica had given her as a birthday 
present. Most of its career had been spent wiping up Phoenica’s end- 
less tears, so it would probably be delighted to have a new client for a 
change. She reached up and pushed his glasses up on his head in order 
to dab his eyes. 

“Also ... you said you ‘put on the Rick Shades persona ’.” 

“Oh! Did I say that?” 

“Yes. Is Rick not your real name?” 
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“Hm! Please ignore!” His car salesman smile plastered back across 
his face like an ugly bumper sticker. 

“No.” 

“Darn!” 

She was getting better at this. The mask fell off and underneath it 
Rick looked uncertain. More openly uncertain than he’d been his entire 
time on land. He fiddled with the sunglasses in his hand. 

“...I can’t tell you that. We may have to fight each other one day, 
and I don’t want the real me to fight you.” 

“We won’t fight.” She held out a pinky. “Promise.” 

“Hm?” 

“It’s a pinky promise. Once you shake it, you can never break it.” He 
stared at her outstretched hand, uncertain, tables turned. 

“Is it magic?” he asked. 

“Yeah. Kinda.” Rick lifted his finger to hers, carefully, slowly, with 
the caution of an archeologist about to uncover a lost treasure. 

“I haven’t... I haven’t not been Rick Shades for a very long time.” 
She took the glasses from him and smiled. 

“Hi,” she said. “?’m Molly Blyndefft. What’s your name?” He looked 
at her finger, then into her button eyes, which were as certain as any- 
thing. He seemed to see something in them. An old memory sparked 
by a scrapbook. His own name, discarded for years and left in a corner 
for protection. “Rick” picked it up and blew off the dust for the first 
time in years. 

“H-Hello,” he said, “My name is Toidei Gourami. . . . B-But my 
friends call me Odi.” 

“Hi, Odi!” Molly smiled. 

A black glow emanated from their fingertips, wrapping itself around 
the pinkys and forming a friendship ring. A string connected their fin- 
gers and shot through their hearts. Molly was surprised to find that the 
staticy sensation wasn’t at all uncomfortable like she’d been expecting. 
It felt like the electric hum of the nerves in the moments just before 
your leg is about to fall asleep. An aetherial tickle. 
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Odi smiled back at her. “Thank you for making my first day here 
nicer!” he said. “The surface is .. . much livelier than I expected!” 

“Oh, gosh, no. This is all just because of my sister. Most places on 
the surface are nothing like this.” 

“Oh, good! This sucks!” 

Molly laughed out loud. She put her hand on the bubble jutting out 
from the wall. 

“Wanna try out my power? It only works here, so you might as well.” 

“But of course!” Odi took his sunglasses back from Molly and 
returned them to his head with a flourish, pushing the tears aside. Rick 
Shades flashed his patented fake toothpaste commercial smile again, 
but this time it was just a little bit more real, like 9 out of 10 dentists 
recommended him now. “What kind of wizard would I be if I didn’t 
sample every spell at my disposal?” Rick placed his left hand against 
the bubble in the same way and the two of them ripped it open, 
like someone had taken two large bites out of an impenetrable cookie. 
Molly’s portal had its usual green-and-pink outline while Rick’s was 
purple and black. Hand in hand with her new friend, Molly stepped 
inside of Lorelai’s bubble for the final time. 


CHAPTER 9 


A Real Mess of Things 


The pair emerged on a snowbank of shaved ice. Three-scoop ice 
cream snowmen smiled at them with waffle cone noses and chocolate 
chip grins underneath a sorbet aurora in the silent sky. It reminded 
Molly of Sweet Jazz City in the nicer part of the winter. The nights 
where snow was still falling and somehow the air felt cozy instead of 
cold. She threw her hoodie over her head. 

“Okay. We need to find our way back to the hovel before something 
happens to Trixie and Feenie.” 

“No problem!” Rick held up a finger. “One of the benefits of having 
¥eSoulmates>* is that I can always feel where they are!” He held out his 
hand and two threads of black exploded out of his pointer and middle 
finger, shooting into the distance and disappearing off into the night. 
“This way!” he said, following the strings like dowsing rods. Molly 
tottered after him, hopping from one footprint in the snow to the next. 
It was deeper than she expected and her boots sank halfway down with 
every step. 

“Oof,” she teetered, “It’s gonna take forever to get there at this rate.” 

“Hmm. I believe I may have a solution! Hold on a moment.” Rick 
strode back to the edge of the world and opened the portal again, step- 
ping through and vanishing. Molly waited in the soft crunchy silence 
for a minute or two. She began drawing in the snow with her boot, 
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making it halfway through the outline of a sleeping bear doodle before 
Rick returned with an armful of junk. 

“This should work!” he said, dropping the pile haphazardly in the 
snow. It was a random assortment of items taken from her father’s 
workshop. He grabbed an empty plastic paint bucket and twisted it 
into a snowbank, then picked up a pair of tongs and slipped a small 
clock face into their grip. Rick handed her the tongs with the clock in 
their grasp and instructed her to hold them above the bucket. And also 
to hold them as far away from her as possible. 

“Mind your fingers now!” He smiled. Before she could parse what 
he was doing, Rick picked up two jawbreaker rocks and smashed them 
hard against the end of the tongs, bending the metal and shattering the 
clock face to pieces. Molly jumped at the unexpected bang. 

“What are you doing?” she winced. 

“Making a potion, Trixie-style! This should speed things along.” He 
threw various bedknobs and broomsticks into the pot. Little shards 
of glass, clockwork gears, and something Molly was pretty sure was 
acetone or paint thinner. She didn’t know the exact names of most of 
the chemicals lying around her dad’s workshop, but she knew that if 
they smelled a certain way you weren’t supposed to drink them, and 
this thing definitely smelled like you weren’t supposed to drink it. You 
probably weren’t even supposed to get it on your hands... 

“That should do it!” Rick said, reaching a hand out towards Molly. 
She unconsciously passed him the tongs and he began to stir his helter- 
skelter mixture, metal bits clanking against the edge of the pot. “Now 
I'm no potion-ologist, but I know a thing or two about magic! I believe 
that to make a potion that speeds us up, I should start stirring 
normally .. . and then build up speed until ’m going as fast as I can!” 
Rick did just that, swirling the tongs around the slurry until he was 
going at the speed of a slush machine. Molly stepped forward. She was 
about to tell him that Trixie didn’t make veal potions, just pretend ones. 
If they drank this the only thing it would expedite was their lifespan. 

But then. .. the potion started to change. 
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The components swirled together like a fast-food milkshake when 
the food coloring drains off the candy and smears into the ice cream. 
The colors mixed and began to brighten, the faster Rick stirred, the 
stronger the glow. The next moment, the mixture was complete: A 
clear, sparkling drink with no trace of the nuts and bolts thrown in at 
the start. A bonafide magic potion. Molly stared. The surface glittered 
with sparkles that came and went too fast, like when you move your 
head back and forth to see the rainbow sparkles at the edge of freshly 
fallen snow. The heart-shaped patch on Rick’s chest glowed black and 
he wiped the sweat off his brow. 

“Alright,” he said, “That looks potion-y! Bottoms up!” 

Molly raised a hand. “Maybe we should—” 

Gulp! 

“Wow ...” he said, wiping a sparkling milk mustache from his lip. 
“Oooh! Tastes like the underside of a sea ventilator tube!” 

“Is... that good?” 

“Oh my, no! Here, let’s make it less disgusting.” Rick raised a leg 
to take a step, then dashed across the snow so fast Molly couldn’t even 
see him. He slammed back into view an instant later with a handful of 
candy accents he had borrowed from nearby snowmen, tossing them in 
the pot like the cool house on Halloween. He offered the paint bucket 
to Molly with concerningly jittery hands. 

“HereyougoMolly,Ihopethistastesbetterthanminedidbecausethat 
wasprettybad! HAHAHA!” 

He really sped up! It was a real life fast-motion potion! Molly 
gasped. Rick wasn’t just able to do whatever his soulmates could do. . . 
. Rick could do anything that he thought his soulmates could do! And 
he thought Trixie could make real potions . . . He didn’t know they 
were fake! 

“Comeon! Whyareyouhesitating? Molly! Molly!Molly!Molly!Molly! 
Molly!Molly!Molly!” He was vibrating so fast that the snow around 
his shoes was beginning to melt. Rick's sped-up voice was hammering 
against her ears so she took the bucket from him just to shut him up. 
She looked at the sparkly cement mixture. 
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Well... it didn’t smell fatal anymore. That was good! With one last 
pause, she brought it to her lips and took a sip. 

The potion had taken on a generic sugary flavor. Some phantom mix 
of chocolate and candy corn that danced on her tongue like an over- 
active fifth grader trying his best to get a girl’s attention at the spring 
fling. She did not care for it. 

Molly felt her pulse beat faster and for half a second she was worried 
she was about to have some kind of heart attack. Then she looked up 
and realized the snow was falling around her in slow motion. Every- 
thing was in slow motion! Everything except for Rick, who smiled at 
her expectantly. She took a step towards him and the snow underfoot 
crunched with a stretched out, warped sound. 

“Wow! It worked!” 

“Yes! Why wouldn’t it? My soulmates’ skills are very reliable!” He 
raised a hand and followed the black strings that emerged from it like 
a reverse puppeteer. “Come! Let’s go!” He began walking into the 
distance at double speed. 

Molly took a breath, stepped forwards, and immediately tripped 
face-first into the snow. 

“Pfleh!” she spat. 

“MOLLY!!!” Rick screamed like she had died. He zipped back beside 
her and scooped her up on his shoulders. She gripped onto him like a 
koala. “Are you alright?!” 

“I'm fine. Thanks. ... Hey, Odi?” 

“Mmm?” 

“,.. could I bug you for one more favor?” 

“Of course!” he smiled genuinely. It was nice. So different from his 
off-putting fake one. “And you won’t be bugging me! We’re friends! 
Friends are happy to do favors for one another. That’s the whole point!” 
Molly tasted this concept in her mind and, maybe for the first time ever, 
she accepted it. 

“Good!” she beamed, “In that case. . . I think I just figured out how 


we can beat my sister.” 
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Feenie and Trixie scrunched up together in a little ball, both staring 
wide-eyed at the glowing black heart beating against Trixie’s sweater. 
They almost shouted when it first appeared, but didn’t get the chance 
because Lorelai had just come back into the kitchen. Her giant form slid 
back and forth, gliding past their hiding spot atop the fridge danger- 
ously like a shark’s fin on the water. Lorelai wasn’t wearing her witch’s 
costume anymore and she looked frazzled. Molly and Rick were still 
missing. 

What happened? 

Lorelai grabbed a ruler and began chopping squares from the trays 
of cold rainbow dough that she’d walked into the room with. She 
tried to space them out evenly on baking sheets, but her fingers were 
shaking and she dropped one of the purple ones, causing it to fold over 
and crack. 

“Damn it...” 

Feenie covered her ears. 

Lorelai couldn’t focus. She imagined eyes on her everywhere, possi- 
bly because there were. Naven sat in his gilded prison on the countertop 
watching her scramble back and forth with crossed arms. He looked at 
her differently now, his face a sour mask of disappointment. The one 
that teachers wear when they’ve decided to hate you for the rest of the 
school year, constantly staring at you like they’re expecting you to do 
something wrong. 

But she hadn’t done anything wrong. 

She couldn’t have! 

In her bubbles she was a hero. She was the Hare-idan and the Rabbit 
Knight. The Cottontail Kidd, the Lagomorph Ranger, the Jackalope 
of All Trades. A hero by a hundred names in a hundred other stories. 
She was a good person. She had to be! She couldn’t even pretend to be 
bad. Just look how much trouble she was having with this stupid evil 
minion test! 
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She dropped another slice of dough. This one landed on the floor 
and accordioned into a useless pile. 

“Shit!” 

Feenie inhaled to squeak in horror but Trixie stuffed their sleeve 
into her mouth just in time. Naven let out a sigh. The sound spooked 
Lorelai so bad that she whipped that around and barked at him. 

“What?! You got something to say?” Naven stared wordlessly with 
his ever-closed eyes, oddly piercing despite their absence. “Well?!” 

“You made her cry,” he said. 

She backed away involuntarily like a puppy from a firework. Then, 
regained her footing and bared fangs. 

“Ugh. My sister is such a little tattletale. I never did anything!” 

“And that’s the problem, isn’t it?” 

“Shut up, you little green snotrocket. You might be Vincent’s co- 
Her words felt 
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judge, but this is my world, remember? I’m in charge 
empty. Lorelai couldn’t shake the feeling that she was losing at some- 
thing, somehow. She glanced at the crushed slab of dough on the floor 
next to her foot. “.. . You’re messing me up! If you weren’t here judging 
me the whole time Id be nailing these cookies!” 

“You know, Miss Blyndeff, it really is quite remarkable how nothing 
ever seems to be your fault, isn’t it?” 

She was done listening to him. She flicked her hand in the air to 
summon a heavy cloth and tossed it over the top of the cage, blanketing 
Naven and obscuring him from sight. His muffled voice came from 
underneath. 

“That’s a point deduction for using magic.” She slapped the side of 
the cage to punish him. It rattled angrily. No noise from the occupant 
inside. Trixie moved to burst out of the cupboard and smack Lorelai in 
the back of the head but Feenie grabbed them by the hoodie and held 
them back. 

Lori stared down at the cage. Hmph. Good! He was quiet. 


Maybe too quiet. 
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“Hey.” 
“H-Hey! ” 


“...Can you breathe in there?” 

No response. 

Lori gasped and ripped the cloth off of the cage, rocking it back and 
forth. Tiny teacups and papers fell off the doll-sized table but Naven 
was undisturbed. He was staring up directly into her face making the 
exact same expression as before. She snorted as if she’d been tricked and 
began poking a few air holes in the top of the prison. 

“You’re welcome,” she said. 

“Oh you really are too kind,” he replied, silver tongue dripping with 
salt. She harrumphed again, lifting the cage up in the air. 

“I've had enough of your sass, you smarmy little yard clipping. ’m 
putting you in the Cauldratorium! Then I'll be able to bake in peace!” 
Lori swung towards the door. Just before they disappeared from sight, 
Naven's face returned to normal and he flashed a meek smile and a 
thumbs up at the two fugitives hiding in the corner to reassure them. 

The witch power-walked through the dining room and darted to the 
foyer staircase. When her foot touched the bottom step the entire stair- 
case twisted upwards like a corkscrew-shaped escalator, scooting her up 
the newly made tower in an instant. Giovanni’s petrified form was still 
bubbling silently in the icy cauldron with a big dopey open-mouthed 
grin on his face like a kiddie ride asking you to feed him a quarter. He 
probably wasn’t able to transform out of stone on his own just yet, 
which she was thankful for. 

She raised her free hand, beckoned to the ceiling. A hook on the end 
of a chain descended from the aether and dangled obediently in front 
of her. She lifted Naven’s cage and hung it at eye level. With a flick of 
the wrist the heavy blanket atop the cage parted like a theater curtain. 
Naven stared at her, looking thoroughly unamused. 

“Listen, you. I don’t want you telling Vincent about anything that 
you think I did, okay? That’s sabotage! And that’s unfair. So if he thaws 
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and you say anything...” The tip of her finger shone bright with angry, 
magnesium starlight. She leveled it at his head and held it inches from 
his face. “. .. You'll be sorry!” 

The light was so bright that a normal person would’ve had to shut 
their eyes, but Naven was way ahead of her. He looked into the light, 
unafraid. 

“Will you murder me?” 

She blinked. 

“... What?” 

“Will you murder me?” he asked again. “That zs what you’re 
suggesting here, isn’t it? You’d do that for, what? Some cookies? Blow 
my brains out? It would be easy wouldn’t it? I’m so small and power- 
less. And you, you could do anything you want in here, couldn’t you?” 
He leaned into her. “... Have you done it before?” 

She backed up a little. 

“W-What?!” she asked again, louder this time. She didn’t fully regis- 
ter the words that he was saying. Molly’s speech teacher was a wimpy 
little fop with the constitution of moldy seaweed. Who was she even 
talking to right now? 

“Have you done it before?” he asked, unmoving. “I wonder . . . 
Could you do it? Do you have the spine?” He reached up and took her 
finger in his left hand, pressing it against his forehead like the barrel of 
the gun. “Well? Go on. Do it.” 

She backed away. It took considerable effort. His tiny little hand was 
so much stronger than it should’ve been, like it was made of metal or 
something. Her finger wasn’t even glowing anymore. 

“No...” he decided. “No, I didn’t think so. But with your powers, 
maybe you didn’t need to. Maybe it just happened anyway. Maybe... it 
was an accident—” 

Lori dove forward and threw the curtain back over his cage. 

She tugged down on the chain like a pull cord and the cage was 
yanked up into the air, dangling high over the cauldron just obscured by 
the smoke. She extended a spell around the cage so Naven wouldn’t be 
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asphyxiated. That was important. The smoke was often more danger- 
ous than the fire. More people died from the smoke than the fire. 
Lorelai raced down the stairs hyperventilating. She tried to avert 
her eyes from the spot where Rick’s body had been lying prone just 
minutes earlier. 
It’s okay. 
It’s okay. 
It’s okay. 
It’s okay. 
It’s okay. 
It’s okay! 
It’s okay! 
It’s okay! 
It’s okay! It’s okay!!! 
It had to be okay! 
He’s gone so it’s fine. Out of sight, out of mind. 


“.. Youre bad, Lori!...” 
N-no... 
“I hate you.” 


Her sister’s little voice echoed in her head louder than a warning 
siren. You're bad, Lori! I hate you. 

No! 

She wasn’t bad! S-she didn’t deserve that! 

She was the good guy. Good guys are good and the good guys always 
win. That’s the rule! She told herself that it was true. It was true because 
it had to be. 

Because if it wasn’t... 


If it wasn’t... 
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Trixie and Phoenica peeked out from the fridge top. They were safe. 

For now. 

“What are we supposed to do?!” Feenie cried. “Molly and Rick have 
vanished and there’s no way we can defeat a witch by ourselves!” 

Trixie breathed hard in and out like a fish on dry land. “I 
dunno! 1... I dunno! I’ve never had to fight a giant witch! .. . ’'ve never 
even fought a regular-sized witch!!!” 

“Neither have I. . . B-But I guess this could make for good training?” 
The two girls scrambled like chickens. They had no idea what the rest 
of the house’s layout looked like, no idea where anyone was, and no 
epithets to speak of. Trixie pulled at their strawberry hair. 

“Hhh...I wish Naven told us what to do...” 

“... Maybe he did! He gave us a thumbs-up before he left! Perhaps 
that was a clue! Let’s look at the ceiling!” They both did. 

It was a ceiling! 

“Hm. Perhaps we should just .. . hide until Molly comes back?” 

“No way, that'll take forever and a half!” They both fell silent and 
gazed into the middle-distance in front of them, like children in a 
convenience store hoping that someone would talk to the clerk and buy 
their candy for them. Usually that someone was Molly. 

“Well,” Trixie grumbled, “I dunno what we’re s’posed to do. But I 
know what we’re s’posed to not do! Gio said Lori needed to make those 
cookies for something . .. something important . . . So maybe if we keep 
messing with them... Maybe that’ll be... good?” 

Phoenica nodded. That made sense. The two of them fluttered over 
to the dough on the counter. Trixie landed in it and began stamping 
around like a kid in the mud. They fell over backwards and waved their 
arms up and down through the mixture. 

“Feenie. Look. Dough angel!” Phoenica giggled and Trixie beckoned 
her over. “C’mon, you try!” 

“OQ-okay! Pll try my best to be... bad!” She leaned down and wrote 
the word Hello! in cursive and followed it up with .. . a smiley face!!! 
Truly a heinous criminal. 
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The clomp-tromp of angry footsteps echoed in the distance. Feenie 
retreated towards a hiding spot but Trixie cried after her. 

“Ah! H-Help! I can’t move! The dough is too sticky!” Trixie wriggled 
like a gnat on fly paper, useless limbs flailing in the air. Feenie grabbed 
onto their arms and pulled as hard as she could, but the little angel had 
far more enthusiasm than muscle mass. It was no good. Trixie was stuck 
fast. “You'll have to bite me out! Quick! Chomp through the cookie 
dough!” 

“What?! You... you’re not supposed to eat raw cookie dough! 
That’s against the rules!” 

“What are you, a cop?! Just bite!” 

“But—!” 

‘T sold my soul to save you from lizard-tongue friendship, Feente!” 

“Ohhhh, alright! For my best friend, I shall chance the salmonella!” 
Phoenica slammed her face down into the dough and began to nibble 
like the world’s tiniest caterpillar. “Nom. Nom.” 

“Bite faster! It’s cookie dough, it’s good! They make ice cream out 
of it!!!” 

“Tm trying 


1? 


Phoenica squeaked. “I’m not used to eating with my 
hands!” This was true. Phoenica was the kind of person who ate pizza 
with a knife and a fork. 

“Just . . . bite my arm free!” Phoenica bit as ravenously as possible, 
which was about as ferocious as a toy dog in a rich woman’s purse. Still, 
she managed to nibble through just fast enough that Trixie was able to 
rip their hand free. The two skittered back to their hiding spot atop the 
fridge just as the stomping of boots reached the door. 

Lori huffed and puffed into the room, skidding to a stop in front 
of the oven. She looked even more disheveled than before. She glanced 
down at her perfectly serviceable pink overalls and combat boots. 

“... Ugh, I look like garbage. Can’t let him know anything’s 
wrong... should be better if. . . yeah, that'll work.” She reached her 
hands out in front of her and mimed a new wand into existence, pinch- 
ing and stretching it from the aether. She bippity’d a new hat, boppity’d 


a dress, and booed an apron down her front. It was more or less the 
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same as the outfit she’d been wearing before. “Yeah, that'll work,” she 
said again, steadying herself. She pivoted back to the countertop and 
her dress swiveled around her like an elegant ball gown. 

Somewhere in the depths of the house there was a clattering noise, 
like a stack of pots and pans falling over. Lorelai perked up like a deer in 
headlights, terrified that Vincent might be about to round the corner. 
The tense moment of silence that followed was broken by a second bout 
of uncharacteristically rude clamor. It couldn’t have been her crush, he 
was much too considerate a houseguest. She clicked her tongue. 

“Ugh. Blugh. It must be him. Well. It’s fine. He’s . . .” She trailed off 
before her mouth stumbled past the word “harmless”. It didn’t matter. 
She had a job to do. One by one she cut squares out of the cookie sheets, 
somehow too frazzled to even notice the damage the pixies had done to 
it. Her attention was laser-focused on the recipe. 

“Bake!” it offered. 

Wow! 

Helpful. 

She sighed and slipped the baking sheets into the oven. There wasn’t 
room for all of them at once so she popped her smitten on and reached 
inside. As she pushed her hand deeper into the oven its metal backside 
extended further and further into the darkness, tripling its volume. She 
tossed the sheets into its happy mouth in rainbow order. 

Normally you were supposed to preheat the oven for a few minutes, 
but her excursion with Molly had cost her a lot of time and the sand 
in Giovanni’s hourglass was more than half up. She cheated again and 
snapped her fingers, flaring the oven to life at a cool 350 degrees. That’s 
what the temperature had been for the last bake, so this would probably 
be the same. Lori crouched down and stared through the oven window, 
eagle-eying the cookies. She definitely wouldn’t let this batch burn. 

As her eyes adjusted, she saw the hint of a reflection on the glass’s 
surface. Lori quickly dragged her mitt across the oven, squeegeeing the 
reflection away like unwanted dust. The glass shimmered with magic 
and now it reflected nothing. Good. She could focus on the cookies. 

.. Huh. 
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Wait a second. 

She squinted her eyes at the green dough. Something was wrong 
with it. There was a little something smashed into one of the squares. 
No, hang on a second, there were a dot of /ittle somethings smashed into 
the squares! What the heck was that? Footprints?! 

She flung open the oven door and scanned the baking trays. Autopsy 
report showed signs of itty bitty feet stamping all over her hard work, 
and some kind of. . . trail of bite marks around a giant hole? Ew!!! 

Molly’s stupid friends. This was all their doing! 

They must be in here somewhere! Lorelai stood up and scanned the 
room like a meerkat. She held her hand in front of her eye in an OK 
shape and looked through the hole between her thumb and her fore- 
finger like it was a monocle. An invisible flash of light shined across 
the empty space and a reticle appeared, scanning the room. Not 
here ... not there... Ah! There! Two bratty little heat signatures were 
hiding behind the basket on top of the fridge. Nice try! 

“Do you think she sees us?” Feenie whispered. 

“Shhh!” 

The brim of the witch’s hat rose above the fridge and cast a shadow 
over the girls, an impending tsunami. The Hare-idan’s tri-dotted eyes 
zeroed in on the fairies like a laser sight. 

“THERE you are!” she shouted, raising her wand. The bunny ears 
at the wand’s tip stretched and meshed into a wire frame pattern as it 
transformed into a flyswatter, buzzing with enough energy to slap them 
straight out of the bubble once and for all! “C’mere!” 

“What’re you doing?” asked a confused, scratchy voice. 

Lori whipped around, terrified. Giovanni was standing in the door- 
way, completely unpetrified. He ducked his horns under the doorframe 
and looked around. 

“Ooh, you find a bug? I can get a cup if you want me to take it 
outside.” 

Trixie opened their mouth to shout to their cousin for help, but 
Lorelai subtly flicked her fingers upwards and an invisible wall of hard 
air divided the room, silencing the little imp. 
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“Oh!” Lori said, loud enough to cover their muted screaming, 
“You're back!” She hid the buzzing magic wand behind her back and 
hoped that he didn’t see. 

“Yeah,” Giovanni waltzed over, “I was planning to stay petrified long 
enough to get optimal chill time for the dough. But I guess you took it 
out early?” 

Shit, that was early? 

“Uh ... yeah!” she started sweating. “I have a LOT of decorations I 
wanted to add and only so much time to add them, so. . . you know!” 
She glanced at the hourglass. The red sand was more than halfway down 
to the bottom. 

“Hmmm . . . well, ?’'m always down for creativity, but the goal of 
this part of the challenge is to follow the recipe.” She clenched up. He 
looked at her sternly with his hands on his hips .. . then threw them 
up in the air. “But! Rules suck. We can fudge ‘em a bit, provided the 
cookies turn out good.” 

“So I can use magic again?” she beamed. 

“Hah! No way! But if you want to put your own spin on the recipe, 
go for it. Your mission is to make some tasty surprise cookies. If you 
wanna graffiti the heck out of them or something, that’s up to you. I’m 
not gonna stop you. I’m no baking narc.” He looked around the room. 
“,.. Hey, where’s Naven?” 

“Oh! He... left!” 

“He left?” 

“Yeah!” One of the imps banged on the glass behind her. Lori raised 
her voice again. “He said!!! Uhhh. . . He said it would be more genuine 
if neither of the judges saw the cookies until the end!” Bang, bang. “IT 
IS A SURPRISE, AFTER ALL!” 

“Oh, dope. Makes sense. Okay, master chef! You do your thing and 
tag your cookies with spray paint and stuff. I’m gonna head back to the 
Cauldratorium. I wanted to try something. Y’know how there’s, like, 
fire potions for heat and ice potions for cold? I wanna see if I can make 
a medium temperature potion. Feels like untapped territory, y know? I 
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wanna find out what happens if you hit an enemy with the raw power 
of sheer, unadulterated normal.” 

“H-hang on!” she slid in front of him. “Naven’s in the Cauldra- 
torium!” 

“Cool, he can help.” 

“NO!” she shouted. “He said that you should . . . stay separate for 
now! Because... it might affect ... the judging... ?” 

“If the judges can talk to each other?” 

"ioe VOSS 

“Hmm,” Giovanni considered, “I don’t really get it, but if Naven 
said so then I guess P’ll believe him. He’s Bear Trap’s teacher so that 
basically makes him my co-boss-in-law.” Lorelai didn’t understand what 
half the words he just said even meant, but that didn’t matter. 

Oh! She just remembered! 

“Hey!” Lori asked, “W-What’s your favorite flavor?” 

“Crunchy!” he grinned. 

Crunchy?! Crunchy isnt a flavor!!! 

“Haha great! I love it!” she said, screaming internally. “Okaaay, let’s 
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go this way now!” She grabbed Giovanni by the waist and pushed him 
through the door and out of sight. It didn’t matter how, but she needed 
to keep him away from those pixies! At least until the contest was over! 

Trixie and Phoenica popped their eyes over the edge of the basket. 

“Phew,” Phoenica sighed, “That was dose...” 

“She was gonna fly swat us!” Trixie slapped their hands against their 
face. “She was gonna swat us like a couple a’ stinkbugs!” 

“And worse, it seems she’s cheating and using magic, even though 
it’s expressly against the rules! Unforgivable!” 

“Feenie, she’s trying to kill us.” 

“I have my principles.” Feenie put her hands on her hips. 

“Aaah! What do we do?! W-Whaddowe DO?!” Trixie began vibrat- 
ing so fast that their little neon wings looked like a hummingbird on 
espresso. “She’s gonna SQUISH US!” 

“It’s ok! We won’t de! We'll just get zooped back to the beginning, 
like Molly said!” 
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“HHHH!!!” Their vibrating intensified. If Lorelai could see the two 
of them no matter where they were hiding, then that meant they would 
only have enough time to sabotage one more thing. If they were lucky. 
“What could we mess with that'll screw up everything else?” Trixie asked. 
Feenie thought over the question like it was a riddle in a magazine. 

“,.. Oh!” Phoenica gasped. “How about the timer?” They looked 
over to the little hourglass with red sand pouring down its sides. “If we 
fiddle with it, the baking won’t go right!” 
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“Dassa true,” said Trixie. “But how do we mess with it? Flip it 
back over?” 

“No, the only way to change the rate at which sand in an hourglass 
falls is to widen the hole in the center.” 

“Well how are we s’posed to do that?” 

“Hmm...” Phoenica fluttered about the hourglass as if there might 
be a service entrance around back or a manager she could talk to some- 
where. She knocked on the cork top. It was pretty sturdy and didn’t 
look like it could pop off easily. “I might have one idea,” she mused. 
“It’s a little silly, though. Can you adjust your tail?” Trixie tried it. Their 
little neon tail jerked back and forth at hard angles like an iron fence. 
“Okay! Try putting the point down here.” Feenie guided the arrowhead 
of the devil tail down towards the center of the hourglass’s top. “Good! 
Now push the tail down as hard as you can while keeping yourself 
in the air!” 

Feenie flew up to Trixie’s height and began to spin the imp around 
like the two of them were swing dancing. As they did, the tip of the tail 
began twisting and digging into the wine-red top of the hourglass like a 
drill bit. Slowly, but surely, the tail began to make headway against the 
cork. After about half a minute there was a distinct POP and the tip of 
Trixie’s tail shot down, landing with a soft spike into the sand. 

“There!” Feenie cried. “Now, do you think you can carve a wider 
hole in the neck?” 

“The neck?” 

“It’s the middle part of the hourglass.” 
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They tried digging their tail down through the sand with Phoenica 
directing the movements left and right like a crossing guard. The tail hit 
the neck, but it was definitely too big to fit through. 

“Can you squeeze it so it fits?” 

“Uhh . . .” Trixie squeezed and unsqueezed their tail to see how it 
moved. It was awkward, like trying to individually move your toes. “I 
don’t think so? Oh! Maybe this'll work.” Trixie retracted their tail from 
the sand and began winding it up like a clockwork soldier, twisting the 
tail into a spiral like a pig’s. It got tighter and tighter until it was ready 
to snap. “Ow,” Trixie winced. “Ow. Here, hold me down.” Feenie did. 
Trixie grunted and let their tail go. 

The spinning tip rocketed down through the sand and drilled against 
the bottleneck, chipping away at it and shaving off the glass. After a few 
seconds, little by little, the opening began to widen. Er... was it a few 
seconds? It was hard to measure now. The sand was going twice as fast. 

“Phew! We did it!” Trixie plucked their tail out of the glass like a 
carrot and massaged it. Some of the parts that had twisted up were a 
little pale and the glow had gone out of them. It reminded Trixie of 
the way your hand looks after you press on it and the blood rushes 
away. Did that mean Trixie’s glow came from their blood? Glowing 
blood?! Rad. 

“Excellent work, Trixie!” Feenie cooed. “I wish / had a cute tail.” 

“You do.” Trixie said, pointing to Feenie’s backside. “Look.” Trixie 
snapped a picture on their phone and showed it to Phoenica. Just above 
the hem line of her angel skirt was a tiny, almost indistinguishable 
cotton tail, like a rabbit or a microsheep. Phoenica gasped. 

“OOOOOH! LITTLE BITTY SHEEP TAIL!” Phoenica spun 
around, desperately trying and failing to catch a glimpse of her own tail 
like an excitable dog. This went on for some time. “This is the best day 
of my LIFE.” 

“Low bar,” Trixie said. 

“More like low FENCE. For a SHEEP to jump over! I AM A 
SHEEP!!!” Phoenica got dizzy from her spinning and bonked into the 
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hourglass, nearly knocking it over. “. .. Oh, we should probably close 
that hole in the top, otherwise she'll notice.” 

“Oh ya.” 

The fairies looked around for a stopper they could use and settled 
on some of the multicolored dough left over from the cutting process. 
By rolling the red, orange, purple and green doughs together in specific 
amounts they were able to more-or-less recreate the color of the cork 
and plug the hole. They put the hourglass back into place so the witch 
wouldn’t notice and surveyed the kitchen. 

What else could they ruin? 

They flipped through a mental rolodex, thinking of everything a 
child might do in the kitchen that would cause a parent to yell at them. 

The girls turned the dial on the oven up to max heat. They flung 
open all the drawers and cabinets. They left the water running in the 
sink just in case Lorelai had to pay magical water bills. Phoenica touched 
her hands to the floor... and didn’t wash them afterwards. On purpose. 
Oooh! The pair giggled their way all across the kitchen, sprinkling mini- 
ature mayhem along with sugar, spice, and everything mean across the 
floor in powdery curtains. 

Finally they came to the closet in the corner of the room. 

It sat silently by the back of the room, protected. The only part of 
the kitchen they hadn’t sullied yet. Phoenica grabbed hold of the brass 
knob and began rocking back and forth to open it. 

“Perhaps there’s some soap in here that we can put into the sink to 
make bubbles!” 

“Yeah,” Trixie joined her, “Or cleaning supplies that we can pour all 
over the floor! I’m pretty sure Lori was avoiding it. Maybe there’s some 
kinda secret weapon inside?” 

They swung to and fro until finally the door clicked. It opened a 
crack, creaking slowly and letting in the light of the ever-evening sun. 
But before they could see what was inside— 

SMACK! 

A buzzing fly swatter wand slammed into them from behind, dis- 
appearing the two in a puff of smoke. 
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Lorelai, who had returned to the room just a moment ago, let out a 
long, exasperated sigh. She spun her wand in the air. The chaos of the 
room began sorting itself, traveling back in time along an invisible track, 
like a magical nanny singing everything into place. 

Without looking, she closed the door. 


CHAPTER 10 


No Sense of Time 


In her desperation to keep her hopeful future boyfriend away 
from those who might endanger their relationship, Lorelai had shoved 
Giovanni into a strange room at the bottom of the hovel. Unlike all 
of the other rooms in the house, this one had no pomp or circum- 
stance leading up to its entrance. No winding staircase, no imposing 
door frame, no tapestry or chandeliers. Just a little flight of stone stairs 
hidden behind an unassuming door. 

It was a wide, wooden basement that resembled a clockmaker’s store 
in a storybook. Cuckoo clocks sang on the walls, chirping and clicking 
in chorus. Little wooden figurines tic-toc’d across the room on clock- 
work tracks. Giant gears big enough for a person to sleep on rotated in 
intricate patterns parallel to the floor, powered by some invisible engine. 

Dusty evening sunshine poured in from a skylight on the ceiling that 
shouldn’t have been there. The witch had given Giovanni a tour of the 
hovel, including the backyard. He knew that there was grass and foliage 
above this spot, but somehow light poured in anyways like the bottom 
of a see-through boat. 

Oh well! Must be magic. The place looked like the inside of a 
clocktower that had been turned sideways—the secret heart of Lorelai’s 
world that controlled everything through clockwork. 
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Giovanni had stumbled in here once before on accident while look- 
ing for the bathroom. This was where he'd found the little red hourglass 
he was using to time the baking contest. There were two clean rings in 
the dust where he’d snagged the timepiece from. The red hourglass had 
a twin. They kept time together. When one was flipped, the sand in 
both of them began to pour, even if the second hourglass was still right- 
side up. He checked the one he kept in his utility belt and it informed 
him that he had about twenty minutes left before the surprise cookies 
would be finished. 

He danced through the room and looked for something to entertain 
himself until then. 

“Okay,” he spun in a circle, “Let’s see, whadda we got, whadda we 
got... ? Cuckoo clock. Little soldiers. Tiny cars on tracks. Gears. Bigger 
gear. Third gear. Tiny car in third gear. Hmmm .. .” He was trying 
to find something he could play with that didn’t require ripping apart 
one of these machines. He didn’t want to break anything. It wasn’t his 
house, after all. 

Suddenly, he heard something. 

Behind the clickity-clack of the clocks there was a strange, hokey- 
pokey tune bouncing off the walls. It almost sounded like someone was 
humming. Giovanni rounded a corner and he found a dumpy blonde 
man sitting on the ground, surrounded by gears and toys that had been 
ripped out of their homes and cast to the floor in pell-mell piles. The 
man held two wooden toy soldiers in each hand like drumsticks and was 
air-drumming a little tune. 

“Baaah, dap, BAAAAH dah-dadda baddah dadda DAH daht, 
DOW! PSHH! PSSH PSSH!” The man struck the gear that he decided 
was a cymbal hard and cracked the head off of the toy soldier in his 
left hand. 

“Hey!” Giovanni yelled. “What’re you doin’?!” 


“Hmm?” the blond man turned around. “Oh, heya, gargoyle man. 
Don’t mind me! I’m the dad. Father of the bride. Backstage pass and 
all.” He resumed his air drumming. The way that band kids do when 
they walk around with headphones on 
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“... Youre her dad?” Giovanni looked this man up and down. He 
didn’t seem much like either of the sisters, honestly. More like the kind 
of dude who would start talking to you unprompted on public trans- 
port and stand just close enough for you to regret smelling his breath. 
“How'd you get in here?” 

“Oh! You know, I was just . . . sittin’ in my workshop, bangin’ 
out some blueprints and then—BAM!” He smacked the snare again. 
“Suddenly, I was here! Bam. Bam. Bam BAM, b’bam, buh bam, diggi- 
dugga diggi-dugga diggi-dugga diggi-dugga nyaaaow!” He turned the 
drumming into a guitar solo somehow. Giovanni looked at his mess. 

“So you're just .. . wreckin’ the place?” 

“Wrecking’?” The man laughed. “Nah. Nah! I’m not wreckin. Pm 
checkin’. Checkin it OUT. My little girl comes up with the coolest stuff. 
I like to sneak-in to do some peek-in’, if y know what I’m say-in’? Hehe. 
Up top!” 

“Tm not gonna sully the high five for that.” 

“Oooh, daaamn, rejected!” Marty turned the unrequited high five 
into a snap and slapped his hand against his leg. “Haha. Yeah, I like 
to, uh... take sketches of the stuff she comes up with. Then I build 
it for real.” 

“Why?” Giovanni asked. “She already made it.” 
toys so you wouldn’t know. About death and all. Hehe.” He held up 
his hands in mock submission like he was backing away from a police 
officer. “Whoa, sounds like the topic just got pretty heavy. Why get 
heavy when you can play heavy? Heavy METAL! BOW digga DOW 
digga JUGGA JIGGA WUGGA!” 

“No, stop. Stop.” Giovanni waved away the headache he was rapidly 
developing and pointed at himself. “I know about death. I am a cool 
dude. .. burdened with the knowledge of mortality.” 

“No you’re not,” Marty scoffed. 

“Uhhh yes I am?” 

“No, you’re not! Hmmm.” Martin considered something lazily and 
lightly for about two seconds before shrugging it off. “Yeah alright. I 


204 - BRENDAN BLABER 


guess I can tell ya. Not like it’s gonna matter. So! Everything my little 
with it. Pow! It’s gone! Never existed. That means you, this world, and 
all the little critters runnin’ around in here won’t be runnin’ around 
for much longer. And when she’s done with you, you all, well . . . die! 
Haha, sorry to burst your bubble! Pop!” He took the broken soldier’s 
neck and held it out like a needle, popping something invisible in front 
of him. “Nothin’ that she makes sticks around too long. Otherwise we'd 
be swimmin’ in dough, y’ know? Livin’ in a mansion uptown with a 
kilo in every pocket, haha. She’s real creative though! Great ideas! Great 
inspiration for the shop.” 

Giovanni thought about everything he had said. It seemed a little bit 
sad to him. “She doesn’t, like .. . reuse any ideas? Or develop them?” 

“I dunno!” Marty shrugged. “But J use them! It’s a mutually 
beneficial arrangement! It’s . . . symbzosts,” he said, like a little kid who 
had just learned a new word from a documentary they saw on TV. 
Weird way for a parent to talk about their child. 

“,.. And you just. Come in here and rip them apart?” 

“Sometimes, yeah! I can do whatever I want here. My little girl made 
me this magic ring! She was worried. Said I might drown or blow up 
or somethin’ when she wasn’t looking. But this ring lets me unmake 
whatever ’m touching. Keeps me outta danger! See?” He held up his 
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hand. There were no rings on it. “... Whoops. Musta dropped it 
somewhere .. . Oh well.” He leaned forwards and gripped a huge gear, 
ripping it out of a contraption on the wall. The other gizmos attached 
to it shuddered and fell to the floor in a sad pile. 

“HEY!” Giovanni yelled, using his foot to stop a piece from rolling 
too far away. 

“Hi!” Marty waved. 

“Stop that!” 

The inventor looked at him with genuine confusion. 

“Why?” 

“Uhh, because it's your daughter’s?” 
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“So?” Marty shrugged. “It won’t be here for long.” 

“Yeah but she made it.” 

“But it won’t matter tomorrow.” 

“But it matters to her now.” 

Martin Blyndeff looked at Giovanni like he was an alien. He turned 
his head from the gargoyle to the gear a few times, bouncing his words 
back and forth between his two brain cells like a ping pong ball. 

“Hmm... It’s alright!” He decided. “I’m her dad! Father knows best 
and all that!” he grinned, playing the Dad Card he almost never took 
out of his wallet. Not even to buy his daughters food. Giovanni glared 
at him in total disgust. 

“Eww. Parents,” he spat, forgetting that he himself essentially had 
six kids of his own with another on the way. Possibly two. “You 
can’t just ... rip out the middle of a clock. That’s the CLOCK part. 
You’re gonna break everything! Doesn’t this place like ... control 
the whole... place?” He couldn't think of another word. 

“What, you mean like . . . this world she made?” Marty snorted. 
“Pfft! What? No! This doesn’t matter. It doesn’t actually power any- 
thing.” He ripped another gear out of the wall like a dentist pulling 
teeth. “It’s not important. It’s just for aesthetics.” 

“Aesthetics ARE important!” Giovanni said, puffing out his chest 
and glowing with lava. 

“Huh? Ya think so?” Marty appraised the Vincent Murder getup. 
“Doesn’t look like it.” 

Giovanni wilted a bit. Hey! He worked really hard on this costume! 
This guy's vibes were all wrong. He looked like the type of dude who 
would be a lot of fun at a party, but something about his blunt dis- 
interest was infectious and surprisingly draining. 

“Hm!” Giovanni decided. “I don’t like you!” 

“Hah! That’s alright! You’ll be gone soon. But hey! Tell ya what. 
Maybe [ll make a little gargoyle set for the castle ’m making, huh? 
Something to remember you by.” A pause as his brain reset. “Welp. Back 
to work!” He turned back to his sketches and plans for future designs, 
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immediately forgetting that Giovanni was ever there. “Someone’s gotta 
be the breadwinner in this family! Haha.” He threw the term around 
with such easy confidence. “Breadwinner”. Like it was a joke. 

Something about that made Giovanni mad. 

“... What about Bear Trap?” 

“Huh? What?” 

“About Molly,” Giovanni frowned. 

“Molly-Woll? What about her?” 

“She works hard too, right?” 

“Uhhh . . . yeah, I guess. She runs the store sometimes. Is it her day 
now ...? Must be if Lori’s got a bubble up. Yeah, I guess she’s working. 
Yeah.” Giovanni stamped his foot and posed dramatically. His gargoyle 
wings unfurled and he pointed a claw. 

“Listen and heed my warning, obnoxious man!” he cried. “These 
dark wings are an OMEN! A portent of disaster from a DARK 
FUTURE TIMELINE! Hear me! I have a premonition . .. for you!” 

“Yup. You’re one of Lori’s alright,” Marty chuckled, putting his 
hands on his hips like a drunk tourist heckling a special effect on a 
theme park ride. 

“LISTEN! If you fail to take care of something . . . it won’t stick 
around forever!” 

“Well it’s not gonna be around that long, why should I waste time 
caring about it?” 

Giovanni scratched his chin. 

Then... he began to laugh. 

A soft chuckle that slowly grew into something maniacal. A full-on 
evil laugh as his gargoyle wings stretched and flexed against the stream 
of light creeping in through the skylight. 

“Ahahaha . . . HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” He pointed a stony 
finger at Molly’s father, sharp with accusation. “My name is VINCENT 
MURDER! Soon to be the greatest villain of all time! And I have 
decided that you are now my enemy! This is a declaration of war! As my 
first act of retribution ... TONIGHT! I shall steal the most valuable 
thing from your store!” 
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“My castle diorama?! Hoo-wee-mama, that’s no good! Took me five 
whole days to make that thing...” 

Giovanni took a baseball out of his utility belt and chucked it hard 
at the back of Marty’s head. 

“OW!” 

“My calling card,” Giovanni explained. Marty rubbed his head and 
turned the baseball over in his hand. There were words written on it in 
blood-red marker. “YOU JUST GOT BONKED)! ’ it said. Then, on the 
other side: “DORK/!/!!!” Mean little smiley faces laughed at him from 
all over the ball. 

“Hey ...” Marty pouted. “Hey! You can’t attack me! Lori! Honey 
bun? One of your thingies is beating up daddy! Little help?” 

“SHE CANNOT HEAR YOU!” Vincent cried as though his words 
were accompanied by ominous organ music. “FOR EVEN NOW SHE 
IS ENWRAPPED IN A TEST! YES, A TRIAL MOST FOUL! THE 
BLOOD-RED SANDS TELL ME THAT ... Whoa, is it that late 
already?” According to the hourglass, time was nearly up. That sure 
didn’t feel like twenty minutes. 

“Huh! Time really flies, I guess! .. . Much like... ME!” Giovanni 
took to the sky, immediately slamming into the ceiling. “Ow... 
owww ...” He scratched his head and quickly recovered, pretending 
he hadn’t done that. “Later, fell nerd! I must go... anon! And other 
ren faire-isms! Hark! Gadzooks!” 

Then, with a flourish and a bonk, Vincent Murder sailed out of 
the room. 

Marty rubbed his head, shrugged, and forgot the encounter 
altogether. Giovanni on the other hand had made an important de- 
cision that he would never forget. 

It was time... for COOKIES!!! 


CHAPTER 11 


Judgment 


Time was up. 

Wait, time was up?! 

How was time UP?! 

Lorelai stared at the hourglass like her eyes were an interrogation 
lamp. She pulled the cookies out of the oven. They were still squishy. 
She wouldn’t be able to stack them. She didn’t have enough time to 
finish making the decorative icing for the lid. She hadn’t even started 
making the candy for the inside! There was no way! 

There was a sound of movement from deeper inside the hovel. Was 
Vincent coming up the stairs?! No! No, no, no no no! She already 
messed up the first round! He’d never want her if she screwed up the 
rest! Nobody likes a worthless screw-up! She had to make this right. 
She had to! 


Oh, forget the “no magic” rule! She didn’t have a choice! 

Lori ripped the baking sheets from the oven and put them ina stack 
on the table. They were still hot, but not nearly hot enough to get 
cooked in time! She leaned back, kicked open the window, and began 
chucking the trays outside like they were frisbees! They spun into the 
distance, up, up, up, and all the way over the horizon until they were 
swallowed up by the sun. It spat them back out like watermelon seeds 
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and she caught them. Red, Orange, Yellow, Blue, Purple! She’d thrown 
out the green since those stupid little fruit flies had ruined it, but you 
could make a rainbow without green! 

It was fine. 

It was fine! 

It was fine. 

She skimmed over the flash-baked cookies. Most of them had brown- 
ing on their edges. Figures. The sun doesn’t hold back, even when it’s 
setting. Still, overcooked was better than raw! Overcooked was edible. 
Plus, Vincent said he liked crunchy! B-burnt was crunchy! 

Y-Yay! 

There was a noise from outside again. What was going on out there? 
Was Vincent playing tennis in the dining room or something? Oh, who 
cares, so long as he stayed outside it was fine. She needed every second 
she could get. 

Lorelai took out her wand, held it like a squirt gun, and spritzed the 
cookies with frosting, smushing them together in a pile. After a little 
bit of magical readjustment, they looked lovely. Big patches of frosting 
between each layer, like a sandwich cookie! The recipe called for just 
a little bit of white chocolate to be used as glue, but this was good 
enough! Vincent said she could experiment! Screw the rules, or some- 
thing! Graffiti! Graffiti? He said something about grafhti. Should she 
paint these? S-sure, why not! 

An aluminum can appeared in her hand, stylized like cooking spray. 
She shook it up and down with a rattle and pressed, spritzing perfect 
lines of multicolored dye onto the cookies. She hid their imperfections 
and covered the burnt spots with bright colors and rainbows, hoping 
nobody would notice how sad they looked. 

Okay, that took care of the sides! Now for the tops. 

Originally she had planned for these to look like little rainbow 
present boxes. She wanted to take strands of red licorice and wrap 
them into bows around each cookie. Lori swirled her wand in the 
air and red strands of candy emerged from the bottoms of each box, 


210 - BRENDAN BLABER 


tying themselves into neat little bows atop each of the cookies. They 
looked absolutely darling. Now all she had to do was put something of 
substance inside of it. 


“Time’s up!” 


Lorelai froze. Ice crept up her neck. She twisted around to see 
Vincent standing in the doorway, staring at her. 

“_.. Is that a wand?” he pointed. Lorelai hid it behind her. 

“T-It’s just here for the aesthetic!” she said, “Aesthetics are important! 
I work faster if things look nice!” 

“Mm-hm. Well, the cookies do look nice.” She smiled. He liked 
them! Even if they were just made up to look that way and even if they 
were a little burned, he still liked them. She still had a chance! 

She fiddled her hands together. “Um... hey. Vincent?” 

“Yeah?” 

She faltered. This wasn’t the time to ask the question she’d been 
wanting to ask him for hours . . . but somehow, she felt like time was 
running out for her. She steeled her resolve. It was now or never! Even 
if her cookies weren’t honest, she wanted to be. 

“So, um .. . regardless of how this baking thing turns out . . . and 
even ifI... even if ’m not good enough to be a minion. Which I would 
totally get, by the way! You're like... Um... You're really cool. Um. 
Umm ...I was wondering . . .” Heat rushed to her cheeks. “Would you 
maybe wanna... hang out sometime? Yknow ... out . . . outside the 
dream bubble?” 

“Yeah, sure! ’m kinda busy this week but after that I’m down.” 

“Uh...no,um...sorry. 1...” She scrunched a little and fiddled with 
her little blonde bunny bangs. Wow. This was so much harder when you 
were asking a real boy. . . . She took a deep breath and for the first time 
that day Lorelai asked him a question without a costume on. 

“What I mean is... are you single?” 

“Nah I got like seven minions!” he said, tactlessly. He pointed at 
the door. “Check it out!” Lorelai turned to where he was gesturing and 
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her heart dropped like an elevator with a snapped cable, slamming hard 
against her stomach. 

Molly was standing behind him. 

And not only that, but Phoenica and Trixie were sitting on Molly’s 
shoulders! 

What. How?! 

Even if they had sprinted the whole way to the hovel, it should’ve 
taken them at least forty minutes to get back here! What was going on?! 
Did she fall into some sort of wormhole when she wasn’t looking where 
the laws of spacetime no longer applied?! Is that what happened to her 
cookies! ? 

“I ran into Bear Trap and her friends on the way here!” Giovanni 
smiled. “Hope you don’t mind a couple guests for the taste test.” 

A noise came out of Lorelai. The kind of sound that happens when 
you leave a squeaky toy out in the woods for a year or two and then 
step on it. 

“Hi.” Molly waved. 

The pixies were glaring at the witch with a mixture of disdain and 
fear, but Molly’s face was a neutral smile. The one she used for customer 
service. The one that Naven wore. She hated that. It terrified her. Why 
wasn’t Molly angry? She... she should be angry. 

What had Molly said to Vincent? Did she tell him about the things 
that she’d done? Was he mad at her? Where was Molly’s purple friend 
who she had... 

... who she had sent outside of the bubble? 

Was he okay? 

Was he .. . alive? 

She was so nervous she could taste her own throat. 

“I know we're missing something. . .” Giovanni said, tapping his foot. 
“Oh, pfft, duh! My co-judge! Duh-doy.” He grabbed Lorelai’s wand 
from her and pointed it at the ceiling. “Summon a Naven!” he ordered, 
assuming that’s how the wand worked. Luckily, he was right. A portal 
opened above them, dropping Naven’s cage into the room still hanging 
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from a chain. He jerked back and forth and, for maybe the first time 
that day, he looked VERY surprised by something. 

“Oofl” 

“Hey, buddy!” Giovanni grinned. 

“Oh! H-Hello, Mr. Murder! I... Oh.” He looked at the Neo Trio, 
then looked back at Giovanni, seemingly understanding something 
without exchanging a word. “Oh, okay. Alright.” 

“Alright’?” Lori repeated, flipping back and forth. “Alright”?! What 
did that mean!? 

“Alright!” Giovanni clapped his hands together. “It’s time to take 
a lookie at some cookies!” He walked over to one of her present-box 
cookies and began inspecting it. Lori’s eyes darted back and forth be- 
tween Giovanni and the two fairies on her sister’s shoulders. Why were 
they here? Were they going to sabotage her again?! She couldn’t get 
rid of Molly, but there was no reason those other two gnats needed 
to be here! 

She triple checked to make sure that Vincent and Naven weren’t 
looking . . . and then she flicked a little bolt of magic at Trixie! Before 
the imp could even squeak, they had vanished into smoke. The witch 
prepared to silence whatever yelp the other two made, but... 

Nothing. They . . . didn’t seem to care. 

They'd definitely noticed. Molly was rolling her eyes and Phoenica 
was hiding behind Molly’s shoulder like she was afraid she’d be shot, 
but... neither of them said anything. 

Why? 

Before she could come up with an answer, Trixie crawled out from 
behind Molly’s back and sat on her shoulder again. They crossed their 
arms and stuck out a tongue in a silent raspberry. Nyeceeb!!! 

What?! 

W-what was going on?! Did the spell miss? . .. No, that was a direct 
hit! She was sure of it! She fired another bolt. Trixie tried to dodge 
this one but it arced back like a boomerang and hit them from behind. 
Lorelai threw a second spell Phoenica’s way, just for good measure. 
Both fairies disappeared with a pop... 
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. and then crawled out from behind Molly’s back like nothing 
happened. 

They reappeared immediately like cockroaches and glared at her. 
Lori shivered. A feeling welled up in her. That creepy feeling when 
you go to squish a single ant and then your eyes adjust and you notice 
there’s actually a whole swarm of them crawling all over your counter 
and your hands. 

Giovanni tapped her on the shoulder and she jumped. 

“Eep!” 

“So!” he said, putting on a “Judging” voice, “Why don’t you tell us 
about these cookies?” 

“U-Uh . . . alright.” Lorelai cleared her throat and tried her best to 
look composed. “Well, they’re . . . surprise cookies! They’re box-shaped. 
And rainbow. And I tied them up with red licorice 

“Looks like you used buttercream as glue instead of white choco- 
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late,” he said, tapping the box. 

“Yeah! You, uh, said the rules didn’t matter too much and I like 
buttercream better! So I used that.” 

“Seems like you put it on while it was still warm.” He twisted 
the cookie tower and it skewed diagonal. “Buttercream looks nice and 
fluffy, but the heat makes the frosting melt so the whole thing falls apart 
pretty easily.” 

TOON cas” 

“That’s okay though!” Giovanni gave her a reassuring smile, “The 
most important part of the surprise cookie is the surprise! Let’s see what 
you got inside for us.” 

He flipped open the top. 

“Oh!” he said. “Nothing!” 

“... Surprise!” 
“The surprise is that it’s bad,” Trixie said. 


Lorelai looked like she wanted to cry. 


“Hey!” Giovanni wagged an angry gargoyle finger at his cousin, “Be 
NICE.” 
“Why?” 


214 - BRENDAN BLABER 


“Because she made us cookies! And also because the veal most im- 
portant part is how they taste! Let’s give these bad boys a CRONCH, 
shall we?” Giovanni passed a cookie to Molly and she divided it up, 
giving one layer each to the three fairies. They chewed on them quietly 
while beads of sweat grew on Lorelai’s brow. Naven looked up from his 
nibbling and delivered his judgment: 

“I don’t like it,” he said. “It’s dough that you threw into the sun.” 

The other pixies nodded. The cookie itself was a little squishy and 
unpleasantly sweet. The only real flavor from the desert was coming 
from the buttercream, and there was WAY too much of it in relation to 
the actual cookie. It tasted like something you’d buy on the cheap from 
the dollar store when running late to a potluck. 

“O-Oh...” 

“Is there a reason there’s no green in this rainbow?” Molly asked. 

The Hare-idan glared at her little sister. What did she know about 
colors? Molly’s favorite color was brown. When given the option to 
pick any color in the world as their favorite, what kind of lunatic picks 
brown?! 

“Green is my favorite color,” mentioned Naven. 

“Yeah. Mine too,” Trixie said, sticking out their tongue. “Minus 
points for no green.” 

“Wh—?!” 

“HEY!” Giovanni shouted. “You guys aren’t judges! You’re guests! 
Be nice.” He turned to Naven. “What do you think, fellow judge?” 

“Hmm .. .” Naven readjusted his little pink glasses. “Well. To be 
honest, Miss Blyndeff, I think this is a rather poor showing. I really was 
expecting something better, especially since you used magic so many 
times, which we expressly said was against the rules.” 

She shrunk. 

“Bub sva 

“Yeeaaah . . .” Giovanni had to agree, “This does all seem a Jzttle 
magic-y. ’m guessing this buttercream here is totally magicked since 
there’s no equipment to make it anywhere in here.” She nodded her 
head. God, she was so stupid. Of course he’d notice that. . . “But hey! I 
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like the licorice. That’s a nice touch!” He slurped the bowstring up like 
a spaghetti noodle. 

“Also magic,” Naven pointed out. 

“How do you know?!” Lori exploded. “What are you, psychic!?” 
Mouthing off to a judge. Bold move. Why did she do that? God, why 
was she /zke this? 

“I’m an interpersonal communication teacher,” Naven crossed his 
arms. “It’s my job to be able to read faces. You get visibly nervous when- 
ever we touch on anything magical in your cookies. ... Which seems to 
be just about everything.” 

Her face flushed with embarrassment. Of course she was getting in 
trouble for this. Why wouldn’t she? She deserved it, didn’t she? 

“Okay, okay . . .” Giovanni moved his hands in a big calm down, 
everyone motion. “So there might’ve been a little rule-breaking. So the 
end result isn’t perfect. But hey! Rule-breaking and failure? That’s what 
being an evil minion is all about! And this zs an evil minion test.” Lori 
looked up. Her tri-dotted eyes sparkled. Of course Vincent would save 
her! Her knight in spray-painted armor! If anyone could get her out of 
this it would be him. 

“Now!” He threw up his arms. “It is time for ... the 
CONVENING OF THE JUDGES!!! Where we shall decide the FATE 
of your MINION-HOOD! MUAHAHAHA!!!” He swung his cape in 
front of him like a Dracula. Then, realizing Naven was still in a cage 


and unable to move, he sidled next to him and wrapped the cape over 
the top in a huddle. They began whispering back and forth. Seeing 
her staring, Giovanni popped his head over the cape. “Oh, you can sit 
down! This’ll just take a hot sec.” 

She slid a stool out from underneath the table and sat awkwardly, 
burying her hands between her knees and swinging her legs back and 
forth like a little girl waiting outside of the principal’s office. 

Vincent and Naven spoke in hushed tones, occasionally getting loud 
enough for her to hear an “Oh!” or an “Uh huh .. .” After a minute, 
Vincent leaned out from the cape curtain and beckoned Molly and her 


friends over. 
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Oh no. 

“Don’t worry!” Vincent said, “Just double-checking a few things.” 

Oh no. 

Ob no, no, no, no, no, no. Ugh! If only she had been able to zoop them 
out of her bubble! Why wasn’t that working?! All her problems were 
coming back to smack her in the face! Gaaah, she was freaking out! Her 
legs swung faster and faster and bumped against the table, making an 
obnoxious repetitive bonking sound. Molly glared at her from behind 
Giovanni’s cape. After what felt like three hours, the group finally came 
to an agreement and left their huddle. 

“Okay!” Giovanni announced, “The judges have made their de- 
cision!” He cleared his throat. “A simple pass-fail system is too boring, 
so I made up a bunch of cool rankings for this test! Like how S rank is 
better than A rank in dancing games.” 

“Y-yeah, okay .. . So? How'd I do?” 

“You got... Badadadadadada . . .” He mouthed a drum roll and 
waved his arms, taking a pose that made him look like a certain letter. 
“BadadadaaaaAAAA!...aZ!” 

“Oh awesome!” She pumped her arms. “.. . What does that mean?” 

He snapped his fingers at her. “It stands for Zz/ch! Because you got 
zero points!” 

Lorelai blinked. 

“So does this operate by golf rules or... ?” 

“Nope! You failed! Or in this case, zailed. See? It’s much cooler 
this way.” 


“What!?!” 

“Now, now .. .” Giovanni said. “I thought you might be upset. But 
imagine how much more upset you'd be if it was an un-cool failure. 
You're a cool failure! Like a dude who drops out of highschool and ends 
up teaching shop class twenty years later.” 

“How did I get ZERO points!?” Lori jumped up from her chair. “I 
mean, I know I cheated maybe once or twice and my cookies weren’t 
the best, but ZERO?! Like, not even a single one!?” 
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“Frankly, I advocated for a negative score,” Naven frowned. “After 
all, you did more baking with illegal magic than without.” 

“I thought giving her a negative Z on her first try would be discour- 
aging,” Giovanni whispered. Naven cleared his throat and continued. 

“Our point system was predominantly based around one factor. 
Namely: Whether or not you demonstrated the most important quality 
that a minion can possess.” 

She gritted her teeth and stomped. “And what is that, exactly?!” 

“The willingness to lose.” 

“Huhe” 

Giovanni stepped forwards. 

“The most important trait that a minion can have is the willingness 
to lose.” He gestured proudly, like a member of a fraternity confidently 
stating their motto. “As a minion, it’s your job to try your best and to 
fail .. . most of the time! The bad guy doesn’t get to win. The bad guy’s 
job is to take the fall and look cool while doing it. And even though you 
lose, people like you the best! Because you’ve got the coolest costume! 
You get the coolest song! You have the best scenes! But in the end, 
everyone e/se gets to win. That’s . . . kind of the whole point. If you’re 
a good bad guy, then everyone has fun!” He looked away from her and 
scratched his hands through his hair, awkwardly tapping his horns. 

“I was kinda hoping you'd be willing to take the Z peacefully. Bear 
Trap said that she would give you her recommendation if you didn’t 
mind losing, but . . . nope!” 

“Of course she agreed to that!” Lori cried. “She knew I'd never take a 
Z sitting down! You little—!” 

Giovanni cut her off before she could move towards her sister. 

“Yeeeeah, that’s the other thing,” he said. “I talked to Bear Trap 
and Short-snacks and their dumb hero friend (“Hey!’) and it sounds like 
you've been... uh. Bullying them all day.” Lori recoiled. 

“She smacked us with a flyswatter!” Trixie said. 

“She tried to sting us with bees!” Feenie shouted. 

“You kidnapped me, manhandled me, and suspended me in smoke 
under a pitch dark blanket like a prisoner of war.” Naven frowned. 
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“Also you nearly killed Rick,” Molly added. Lorelai bit her own 
tongue. 

“Yeahhhbh,” Gio stretched, “See, that’s what we in the business refer 
to as... bad. And not bad as in badass, like, bad as in bad leftovers. 
So, for now, we’re gonna have to pass. Maybe next time! Nice to meet 
you though.” He turned to leave. Lorelai dove for him. She grasped him 
by the cape. 

“Wait!” she shouted, begging on her knees. “Wait, please . . . give me 
another chance. 1... I can be better at being bad!” 

“I don’t think she needs any help with that. .. .” Feenie whispered. 

“Please!” 

“Hmm...” Giovanni considered. “Nah. Even if you tried again now 
you'd just get another Z Rank.” 

“What? No! Ican...Ican do better! I’ll make the cookies without 
magic this time! Really, I promise! Pinky promise! Super duper pinky 
promise!” She shoved her hand out to him, but he refused it. 

“It’s not really about that, y'know? It's more like... hmm...” He 
scratched his chin. “This isn’t really like an oops I made a single mistake 
kinda thing, y’ know? It’s a whole-ass attitude problem. I mean, beating 
up your little sister and her friends? Lying to me a bunch? No way. You 
gotta have trust between a minion and their leader. I can’t have you lyin’ 
to me all the time.” 

She froze. Giovanni tilted his head and looked at her sadly. 

“Did you really think I didn’t notice how weird you were acting 
all day? ’'m not stupid, y know?” He turned to leave and his horns 
smacked into the doorframe. “Ow.” She fell to her knees. Tears began 
to well at the corners of her eyes. 

“N-No! Please! Let me do it again! Let me use magic! I can make 
you something better! Something really cool!” She held out her hands 
and conjured a sparkling silver platter with her epithet. Inside was 
a mountain of chocolate and marshmallows. An intricate sculpture 
shaped like a dragon. It breathed real fire and made a cute little baaaah! 
noise. “Look! See? I can do it! Please .. . I have to win this... I have 


to win...” 
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“Wow, you are super not listening,” he frowned. “That’s just it! You 
don’t have to win! You say you want to be an evil minion, but evil 
minions don’t win anything! They get punched into the sky and go 
pewwwww... ting! And then they try again! And then they lose again!” 
He realized something and smacked his hand against his fist. “Oh, that’s 
it! That’s your big problem right there, Hare-idan. You think that you’re 
the good guy. But you’re not! You’re SUPER not. Like, you act like 
you're the good guy, but you do mean things. And that’s like. The worst 
kind of guy. Y know?” 

She glared at him. “I thought you said you were looking for villains?!” 

“Uh, no. I’m looking for minions who will do evil deeds such as: 
larceny. And: repeatedly defacing hostile architecture until the local 
government stops installing it. There’s a big difference between being a 
bad guy and being a bad person. Y know?” 

She didn’t. 

She didn’t know. 

She didn’t understand this game at all. 

Giovanni swirled words around in his head and tried his best to 
clarify. 

“Okay, so, a bad guy will, like, tie a girl to the train tracks. Laugh 
evilly. Have a cool mustache. Classic bad guy. Whereas a bad person 
will... I dunno, discover a new medicine and then patent it so sick 
people are forced to give him money and if they can’t afford it then they 
just die. That guy sucks. I don’t want that guy on my team. I want that 
guy in a barrel at the bottom of a river.” 

He could see that Lorelai was visibly despairing. She didn’t under- 
stand. Giovanni changed gears and leaned down to put a soft, hard 
hand of nice, reassuring gargoyle granite on her freckled shoulder. 

“But hey! Remember: It’s never too late to become evil. All it takes 
is falling in a vat of radioactive goo or, like, messing up a science ex- 
periment! You can always try again some time in the future. Just .. . 
not right now. And hey! These cookies aren’t so bad.” He smiled 
reassuringly. “In fact, I don’t taste anything wrong with these at all!” 

Trixie tilted their head. “Uh, yeah. Duh. You can’t taste anything.” 
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Giovanni whipped around. “ShHHhHhH!!! TRIXIE. Shut UP!” 

Lorelai stared into the middle distance. 

“... what?” 

“Yeah,” Trixie pointed. “He tried to eat a burning coal at a family 
barbecue once and it did permanent damage to his tongue. Now he 
doesn’t taste right.” 

“I taste just fine! ... Mostly!” he turned to Lorelai. “The doctor says 
it’s like fifteen percent.” 

Molly stared at him. “Fifteen percent damaged or fifteen percent 
left?” 

“Yeah!” Giovanni smiled. 

“I thought tongue injuries healed pretty quick?” said Molly. 

“Yeah,” Trixie scoffed, “Maybe if you don’t keep re-burning the 
wound open.” 

“Hey!” Giovanni crossed his arms, “I only did that ONE . .. year. 
I was discovering my epithet! Somebody had to experiment with 
it! ... And I can still cook! I just need people to taste-test for me so I 
can learn until I get it right. I can’t make anything unless my minions 
and/or moms help me out. Like I said, you have to be willing to fail! 
Cooking helps me bond with other people! P’d say it was worth it.” 
Trixie stared. 

“You almost died because of a rock.” 

“Uh, yeah. Just like my hero, every dinosaur. Besides, I made 
out alright! Check out this cool battlescar! The mark on my tongue 
looks exactly like a manticore! See?” Giovanni stuck out his tongue at 
Lori and showed off a big burn in the distinct shape of an amoeba. 
“Leeeleleleleeee~! Pretty cool, right?!” 

The witch looked at this boy. This monster, leaning down and stick- 
ing his tongue out at her. He hadn’t liked anything she’d made. Not 
really. He hadn’t even tasted her cookie. She had poured her heart out 
and in return he’d given her nothing. Zero points. 

He wouldn’t save her. 

He probably didn’t even like her. 

Jerk. 
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Stupid jerk. 

I hate him. 

T hate him!!! 

The large brim of her lavender hat turned down and cast a deep, 
purple shadow over her face. “Okay . . .” she growled. “Fine. I get it. So 
you want a villain, huh? Is that it? You want me to act like a bad guy? 
Fine. Fine.” 

She stamped her foot and the wand that Giovanni had taken from 
her wrenched itself from his hand, flying back into her own with a 
tight grip. She spun it through her fingers and fired two bunny blasts 
faster than the eye could follow, disappearing Phoenica and Trixie again. 
Giovanni gawked as his cousin popped into nothingness. 

“Hey!” 

“Hey nothing!” Lori shouted. She threw her arm in the air and the 
chain holding Naven’s cage dragged him back up through the portal 
clear to the top of the tower. The bottom of her wand stretched down 
and smacked the linoleum floor as a staff, but this time something was 
off. Sparks flew from the impact... and they caught. 

The birch wood of the staff peeled away and the smoking cinders 
grew into creeping black lines like spider legs. As the fire worked its way 
up the staff, her outfit burned alongside it. Angry tracks of charcoal 
weaved across her dress. Her apron curled up and burnt to ash like a 
discarded piece of paper in a bonfire. Her lovely lavender dress curdled 
like milk, roasting black. The ears on her hat fidgeted and shook as 
flame sparked against them, twin wicks burni ng atop a trick candle, 
mean and dark. Her outfit was sharp and harsh like obsidian now, lilac 
at the bottom and pitch black at the top. A marshmallow left in the fire 
for too long. 

“You want me to be a bad guy?! Fine! I am! You hear that!?” She 
pointed the staff at her little sister. “I admit it. ’m the bad guy! I’m evil! 
I'm no good! Pm bad! And no one could ever love a mean, ugly witch 
like me! In fact, they HATE me!” She spat the word in Molly’s face, 
black on her breath. “And if no one can love me, then they’ll learn to 
fear me, because I’m bad!” She clicked her heels and the bottom of her 
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staff exploded into a horribly blackened broom. The room was coated 
with smoke. 

“Never talk to me again!” 

The witch hopped on and exploded out the window, a soot trail 
puffing behind her, spiraling up and into her lair at the top of the tower, 
the deepest and most secluded part of her fantasy. Molly watched her 
sister disappear into the night. 

a) eee 

Leaves began to fall off the trees outside and their trunks were left 
spiked and haunting. The sun hid over the horizon and the honey 
yellow sky caramelized red. The Scorched Lands from the Rabbit 
Knight’s fantasy returned... . 

...and with them, their master. 

“Uh... Bear Trap?” Giovanni tapped his minion on the shoulder. 
“What is that?!” 

The silver platter that the witch had left on the floor began to rattle. 
Smoke poured from under the lid. Suddenly . .. BAM! The miniature 
s'more dragon sculpture that the witch had presented mere moments 
ago grew tall, tall, taller still, smashing through the roof of the cottage 
and destroying the picture-perfect kitchen they'd once had. It climbed 
the tower like a salamander, spitting fire and licking flames. Its voice 
roared and shook the sky! 

“BEHOLD!” it cried, introducing itself with a fiery cackle, “THE 
S7MORE DRAGON OF THE SCORCHED LANDS! HORRID 
TO LOOK UPON! AWFUL TO TASTE!” A gout of flame exploded 
from its mouth and ignited the air like a firework. “I SHALL PRO- 
TECT THIS TOWER... AND MY MISTRESS!” 

Giovanni stepped in front of his little minion, turning his arms to 
stone and taking a defensive stance. “Get outta here, Bear Trap! I got 
this!” She stepped out from behind him and stood at his side. 

“No! I’m gonna help you!” 

“Are you sure? I thought you were scared of fire?” 

“Yep! Iam terrified! But . . . It's okay. This fire is imaginary. I know 
it’s not real. And besides . . .” She touched her hand against the kitchen 
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countertop and her fingers ate through it like they were made of acid. 
“My power is the opposite of my sister’s! I can get rid of her stuff! That 
fire can’t touch me, so it’s my job to protect you from it!” 

He sighed. “You don’t have to light yourself on fire just to keep 
everybody warm, Bear Trap.” 

“H-Huh?” 

“I'm saying you don’t need to do everything yourself!” 

“I'm not! I’m your minion, right? That means we work together!” 
She held out her hand for a fistbump. He smiled and tapped it back. 
“Ow! Rock.” 

“Oh, sorry. Still a gargoyle. Guess I don’t know my own strength. ... 
So, uh, what happened to Trixie and the other one? Are they alright?” 

“We're right here!” 

Trixie and Phoenica crawled out from behind Molly’s back. Rick 
Shades in his entirety fell out from behind them and clattered against 
the floor. 

“Haha! Ow! All of my bones!” Giovanni looked shocked at the lanky 
purple man who just materialized from his minion’s hoodie. He dusted 
himself off. “Pm okay!” Molly grinned. 

“Good!” she said. “If you’re here . . . then that means our plan went 
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perfectly! 


CHAPTER 12 


A Little Burnt, But Still 
Good 


20 Minutes Earlier 


Rick Shades sat in the front room of the Blyndeff Toy Emporium, 
politely biding his time just as Molly had instructed him to do. He 
stared diligently at the giant bubble that was swallowing the back half 
of the store, keeping his eyes locked to it like it might make a move if 
he looked the other way. He made sure to keep a small hole open in the 
side of it so that his connection to Molly wasn’t severed. 

Suddenly, the bubble wiggled! It lurched and roiled, belching out 
two girls like a monster that had eaten more than it could handle. They 
rolled together in a little yin-yang bowling ball and spattered against the 
teddy bear. 

“Aw BEANS” Trixie frowned, spitting out a mouthful of fluff. “She 
got us” 

“I hope our last efforts made some sort of difference . . .” Feenie 
sighed. 

“THEY WERE NOT YOUR LAST!” Rick shouted from behind. 
The girls screamed, not realizing he was there. Rick screamed back. 
“AAAH. YES. HELLO.” 

“Oh jeez!” Trixie gripped their heart. “Gotta put a bell on you.” 
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“Jingle jingle!” Feenie wiggled. 

“Where’s Molly?” Trixie asked, not entirely unconvinced that Rick 
might’ve eaten her. 

“Yes! Molly! She is fine! This is all a part of her master plan! Behold!” 
Rick trotted over to the edge of the dream bubble and opened it up 
with a dark mirror of Molly’s own powers. The girls looked at him. 
Phoenica tilted her head. 

“She befriended you?” 

“Yes!” 

“Willingly?” Trixie squinted. 

“Yes!!!” 

Trixie and Phoenica looked at each other and nodded. Of the trio, 
Molly was the best judge of character. If she decided that Rick was okay, 
they could definitely trust him. 

“Molly’s plan is as follows!” Rick smiled. “First, I wait here until 
you two are thrown out of the bubble! Second, I use Molly’s powers to 
open up a portal and create a path inside. And then, I mix up a batch 
of this!” His non-glowing hand gestured to a sparkling liquid glittering 
in a plastic sandcastle bucket. The concoction was spiraling towards the 
middle, almost like a draining bathtub, except the liquid wasn’t actually 
going anywhere. 

“BEHOLD!” he screamed, holding aloft a single brown thread. “By 
using this MAGIC WAYFINDER along with Trixie’s potion-making 
powers, I can create A TELEPORTATION POTION!” He dropped 
the little brown thread into the mixture and a black glow appeared on 
both Trixie and Rick’s chests, pulsing with their heartbeats. The two 
liquids in the bucket swirled around each other, changing color to white 
and brown, a chocolate hypnosis spiral. 

“Ooooh,” Trixie stared into the bucket, “Teleport-y.” 

“One sip of this and you should just zip right on over to the 
wayfinder! In this case: Molly’s hoodie.” He held up a few extra hoodie 
fibers that Molly had given him to use as ingredients. Feenie leaned over 
and peered down into the bucket. 

“And you're sure that this is safe?” 
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“Incredibly safe! I did a test run on my scarf and it zipped me right 
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across the room!” He gestured to his big red scarf which was currently 
draped across the neck of a cardboard cutout that Molly’s dad had 
swiped from the lobby of a local movie theater. “The fun part is every- 
body’s potion has a unique flavor when you try to teleport to them!” 


“Ooh! Let me try 
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Trixie bounced, “I wanna know what my 
government-assigned flavor is.” 

“Ooooh, go for it! Just drop a little piece of something that you 
don’t need into it and the potion will adjust.” 

“Okalee dokalee.” Trixie bent down and twisted a little piece of 
fabric from their shoelace. The aglet had fallen off ages ago and the 
laces were totally frayed. They kicked their shoe across the room and 
sprinkled the fibers into the potion. Rick handed them a plastic beach 
trowel for mixing. “Don’t mind if I do.” 

The mixture swirled into a spiraling hot pink and nuclear green. “Sip 
sip,” Trixie said aloud. Then... poof! They appeared on the other side 
of the room right next to their discarded shoe. “Wow!” they smacked 
their lips, "It tastes just like SUPER sour strawberry limeade! Or one of 
those candies that makes you go vummmmp!” Trixie sucked their own 
lips taut like a child’s face on a sour candy wrapper. Phoenica gasped. 

“My goodness! Rick copied your power .. . and the potion actually 
worked!” 

“Yeah?” Trixie narrowed their eyes. “Why wouldnt it?” 

“N-No reason! He copied you perfectly! H-Haha!” 

“Correct.” 

“Here, let me try!” Phoenica said, grabbing the bucket. “Hm... 
Something I don’t need . . .” She threw a thousand-dollar bill into the 
bucket and placed her purse on the ground next to her. Trixie wilted 
as Feenie sipped the cup. “Wow!” said Phoenica, teleporting to the spot 
she was already standing. “Milk!” 

Trixie blinked. “Whuh. Like. Cream? As in cookies and cream?” 

“No!” Phoenica beamed. 

“Your favorite flavor ts milk?” 

“Warm milk,” she clarified. 
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“Ewwww.” 

“Mine was black licorice!” said Rick. 

“Double ew! What are you guys, grandmas?! 

“Well J think that black licorice is lovely, Rick,” she said, trying to 
pat him on a shoulder that she definitely couldn't reach. Trixie stuck 
out their tongue. 

“That’s ‘cause it’s an icky rich people food. Like caviar or trubbles.” 

“I think you mean truffles,” Feenie corrected. Trixie shook their head. 

“Nah, truffles are like a chocolate and they’re definitely not a rich 
people food. I know because they’re good and also I’ve actually eaten 
one before.” 

Phoenica put her hands on her hips. “No offense Trixie, but ?m not 
sure that you’re the expert on what rich people do and do not eat.” 

“Am too. Rich people foods are like “Oh! It is a cheese! A rare cheese 
from a secret rat! We have put the rat cheese in a barrel at the bottom 
of a boat and left it to stink for fifty years! The cheese is now worth as 
much as a house! Oh hoh hoh, money!’” 

“Pah!” Phoenica scoffed. “Rat cheese’. Hah! Oh, Trixie, I should put 
you in an envelope and mail you to my grandmother because you are a 
card. A cultured gourmet would never make cheese from a vat. .. . You 
must be thinking of pinecone cheese.” 

“I love knowing what my friends are talking about!” said Rick to no- 
body. “Anyways, we should probably zip you two back over to Molly.” 
He tossed the hoodie fiber back into the potion. The pair looked up 
at him. 

“You're not coming?” Phoenica asked. 

“Nope! I need to stay here in case you two get booped again! The 
potions only work if someone can keep the portal open, which means 
either me or Molly. And since Molly is our teleport point, it’s gotta be 
me!” The girls looked at each other. It didn’t seem fair to leave Rick 
behind. What if he got lonely? 

Trixie dug around in their hoodie pockets. “Here, take my phone.” 

“Ooh! Neat! What’s this?” He took Trixie’s old hand-me-down flip 
phone in his hand and began nibbling on the plastic. “Well I'll tell you 
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what it’s not: tasty!” Trixie took the phone back and slipped Phoenica’s 
smartphone in its place. 

“Use this one instead. She can actually afford a replacement.” 

“You can keep it if you want,” Phoenica smiled, fanning herself with 
a handful of cell phones. 

“Thanks!” he said, shoving the phone into his gullet like a grouper. 
‘Trixie punched him hard in the stomach, knocking both the wind and 
mobile out of him. 

“Stooop. Geez, why do you eat everything we hand you? It’s not 
FOOD.” 

“I apologize,” he wheezed. “Whenever I was given a gift in the under- 
deep it was meant to be consumed for nutrients. Such as: gruel! Or on 
special occasions, the rare and powerful gruel popside.” Trixie turned. 

“Feenie, I apologize for making fun of your milk flavor. I had no 
idea how low the bottom of the barrel was.” Phoenica forgave their 
transgression with a quiet nod. 

“Yes!” Rick said. “You quite literally cannot fathom how low the 
Bottom of the Barrel is! The water pressure would pop your skull like a 
sea grape!” 

“Neato toledo. Anyways, look. See this? It’s a phone.” They punched 
Feenie’s number in. “If you press this green button, you can call Feenie 
from anywhere.” Rick stared at the device in wide-eyed wonder. 

“From ... anywhere? 

“Yeah, pretty much.” 

He pressed the button and Phoenica’s full deck of phones began 
ringing all at once. Each one played a different part of the same ringtone, 
harmonizing together. 

“Hello, you’ve reached surround sound Phoenica! ! May~ I~ ask~ 
who~ is~ call~ ing~? )” She sang a different note into each receiver. 

“Hello? Hello, Phoenica! It’s me! It’s your friend, Rick Shades!” 

“Hello, Rick!” 

“Actually,” Trixie grabbed the phone from him, “Let’s put my 
number in there instead. If we have to go stealth mode again we don’t 
want the phone choir giving away our location. Use this one.” Trixie 
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tikka-tak’d their own number into the phone and their contact came 
up on the screen. It was a cropped drawing Feenie had made of all three 
girls. Trixie was originally listed in Phoenica’s contacts as “Magic Trix,” 
but by their own request they were now “PHANTOM OF POTIONS 
PAST, GRIM LORD OF DARKNESS”. Trixie grinned. 

They handed the phone back and Rick immediately hit the call 
button. Trixie’s flip phone squawked out an awful midi version of 
some bad rockabilly song her older brother used to like. The phone 
was three times a hand-me-down and the ability to change the ringtone 
had busted years ago. The only person who knew how to fix it was 
Dixon Roughhouse and he was in jail for blowing up a building. Trixie 
accepted the call. 

"A-hoy hoy, this is the Phone King." 

"Hardly,” Feenie fanned herself. 

“Trixie! It’s you!” 

“Yup.” 

“WOW!” Rick’s eyes sparkled. “This is . . . this is the first present 
I’ve received in years. Thank you...” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Trixie shrugged. “Feenie won’t even know 
it’s missing. She has object permanence problems when it comes to 
money.” 

“My financial awareness has been described by our family stock- 
broker as ‘uniquely terrible’.” She related this fact like it was a girl scout 
badge she was showing off at the diner table. Rick looked at them with 
a sincere, sunshiney, puppy-dog smile so bright that Trixie was glad he 
was wearing sunglasses. 

“A-anyways, we should probably drink that potion!” Trixie said, 
turning away out of embarrassment. “. . . You think we can beat her 
this time?” 

“T’m a little confident,” Feenie said. 

“Tm a lottle confident 

Both girls looked expectantly at Rick. Rick looked around and then 


1? 


Trixie agreed. 


pointed at himself. 
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“M ... me?” They nodded at him. “Oh! Pm... T’m.. . a-axolotl 
confident!” 

He was crying. 

“Eet's gol? 


* KOK 


Strawberry, Vanilla, and Licorice appeared in the air and splashed 
down in a pile all over the kitchen floor. Chocolate nearly toppled over 
from all of the weight suddenly pouring out of her hood. The pixies 
were easy, but Rick was full-size now and his lanky limbs spider-crabbed 
all over the place. 

“Hello!” he crabbed. “Phoenica and Trixie said that you might need 
my help! So. What seems to be the problem?” The s’more dragon raked 
his horrible fingers through the air and blew another support beam off 
the kitchen. 

“Haha! Oh! Shit!” 

“Rick!” Molly sidestepped the smoke straw raining down from the 
thatched roof. She decided to keep using his pseudonym for the time 
being since the others didn’t know his actual name yet and it wasn’t her 
place to reveal it. “You and I have to use my epithet to get rid of the 
dragon! This guy’s pretty big! We gotta do what we can to make him 
fall apart! Try to hit structural weak points, like... uh... 1-1 dunno, 
he’s mostly made of goo! Just . . . try to knock him down!” 

The dragon roared. It opened its mouth and fired a barrage of high- 
speed. marshmallows in a single-file line. They zeroed in on Molly like 
machine gun fire! 

“Ah!” 

“Nice try!” Giovanni cried, sliding in front of his little minion. His 
stone claws were crossed in front of him and took blow after blow at 
full force, battering him with sugary goo until he was coated head to 
toe in marshmallow. The goo wobbled, bubbled, and then began to 
smoke as magma cracks of hardened blackness burned their way across 
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the marshmallow coating. Giovanni burst through, roiling balls of soup 
flame in each hand! 

“T'll keep you guys protected! Hehe. .. this gargoyle body is so cool!” 
Trixie flew over and plucked one of the burnt marshmallows off of 
Giovanni’s horns like it was a fire poker and popped in in their mouth. 
“Ooh, don’t mind if I do!” Giovanni said, reaching up and grabbing the 
one from his other horn. 


1” 


“Very interesting!” said Rick, walking over to this strange stone man 
he had never met before. It appeared some surface dwellers had wings. 
“Very interesting indeed! Say . . .” He extended a hand and a hungry 
grin grew across his face, his eyes washing over in darkness. “Want to 
be friends?” 

“Whoa. A stranger with glowing black eyes offering what is clearly a 
deal with a demon? SIGN ME UP!” Giovanni slapped his hand against 
Rick so hard it made a whip crack noise. 

“YES!!! Also, ow, but mostly YES!!!” Rick cackled an evil laugh and 
wings exploded from his back. His body seized and solidified as hard, 
black obsidian crystal crept along his arms, twisting up through his hair 
into a pair of sparkling demonic horns. 

“WHOA!!!” Giovanni clapped, “Awesome! I would not mind having 
YOU on my minion team. But! You'll have to pass the test first. Do you 
have any references?” 

“Yes! ’m sure my very good friend Molly would vouch for me! 
Though at the moment she seems to be preoccupied with that enor- 
mous dragon tail about to crash down on us!” 

They gasped! 

Giovanni and Trixie dove left! 

Molly, Feenie, and Rick dove right! 

The monster's tail smacked down hard in the middle of the kitchen, 
crushing the oven that Lorelai had used to bake her cookies into a 
hundred pieces. The pleasant retro-style appliances were tossed aside as 
the tail began to rise for a second strike. 


1? 


“Boss, take me up 
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“You got it, Bear Trap!” The soup-goyle swooped beneath her, 
scooping his minion up and into his arms. She directed him towards 
the dragon's tail and raised her hand, slashing through its marshmallow 
hide like a thousand-degree knife. The creature roared in pain and skit- 
tered up the tower, dragging itself away as its severed tail fell off and 
slammed down over the hovel’s waterwheel. 

“Hahbh...hahh... okay! Just gotta do that ...a few more times.” 

“No, no, no, that was all wrong, Bear Trap!” 

“Huh?” 

Giovanni shook his head. “If you’ve got an attack that’s that cool, 
you have to shout out the name when you do it! That’s like Bad Guy 
Rule #3.” He leaned over in mid-air and took a pocket-sized handbook 
from his utility belt. “You can read all about it in this Bad Guy Manual. 
(Also available in digital format and audiobook).” She looked at him. 
“We're currently looking into braille for more accessibility options,” he 
explained. 

“Uhh... Okay? Attack name...” She swung her arm through the 
air in a slo-mo green karate chop. “Evil . . . Hi-five.” 

He set her down on the roof above the dining room. “No, no, no,” 
he shook his head, “It has to be something with a little more oomph! 
C’mooon, you’re BEAR TRAP! Minion #1! It has to be theatrical! 
Thematic! Think about it: If you were a cool superhero—which you 
aren’t because eww—but if you WERE, what would your big attack 
name be?” 

Molly looked down at her hands. She had never really bothered 
naming any of her abilities. Not formally, anyways. It seemed like such 
a waste of time. She had always looked at her powers from a purely 
pragmatic angle. Tools in a toolbox. But... maybe there was something 
pragmatic about giving them a little more flavor. If you named your 
tool, you formed an attachment to it, didn’t you? And wouldn’t that 
improve your mood, and thus your output? Yeah. That made sense. 

The green-pink aura wobbled around her fingers like circular sound- 
waves. She had never tried to shape them into something before. How 
could one shape silence? 
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“Incoming!” Rick cried. 

He skidded to a stop in front of Molly and pumped his arms, coating 
them in an extra layer of black gems sprinkled with a little bit of dumb- 
ing energy on top for good measure. Giovanni matched his stance just 
in time for a gout of fire to slam into the two of them. The dragon’s fire 
operated by little kid floor-is-lava rules: It wouldn’t burn you enough 
to sear your tongue or break your family, but it was hot enough to make 
you go “Oof! That is hot!” 

“Oof! That is bot!” Giovanni said, heat blasting past him and shaking 


‘eae 


the air. “Bear Trap, are you alright? Gasp! Bear Trap!” His eyes widened. 

The giant tail they had just chopped off earlier was moving around 
on its own, jerking back and forth like the severed limb of a salamander. 
It seemed to have a mind of its own . . . and its sharp, fire-poker tip was 


headed straight for Molly! 
“BEAR PAW!” 


The air severed! 

Molly’s little arm cut down in front of her and slashed through space, 
distorting the entire oncoming tail and popping it like a balloon! Little 
marshmallow remnants flitted through the air like confetti, then glit- 
tered away into nothingness. Molly looked down at her hand, breathing 
hard. The visualized waveforms around her fingers had converged into 
big spiked mitts, just like a grizzly bear claw. 

“Yeah! Okay! I'll copy that, then!” said Rick. “Bear Paw!” He 
shouted the same chant and a huge, purple-black claw literally deleted 
the fire bearing down on them. The flame split and snuffed out like a 
candle. “Wow! That’s way stronger than before!” 

Wow... . Incredible. 

She’d never been able to use her epithet like that on command before. 

Was it because she’d been using her powers so much lately? Against 
Mera? Against her sister? Was it because she had practiced and got 
better? Or did shouting out the name of your attack really make it that 
much stronger? She wasn’t sure. But she did know one thing. 
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It was fun. 

She felt cool. She felt useful. She felt strong. 

Behind her Giovanni was giving Rick pointers on his evil etiquette 
along with the relevant page numbers in the Bad Guy Manual. 

“Listen, Shades. I get it. You copy powers with a dark twist. It’s cool. 
It’s rad. But you gotta put a spin on it! You can’t just crib it directly. 
That’s not cool. And you can’t wear those sunglasses unless you’re cool.” 

“Oh, I assure you, you can be VERY uncool and wear these sun- 
glasses.” 

Giovanni put a hand on his shoulder. 

“Buddy.” 

“Oh, Rick, your powers are colored black,” Molly observed. 
“Maybe... you can be a Black Bear. And I can be a Brown Bear!” 

“Ooh!” Rick’s eyes lit up. “Thematically accurate and legally dis- 
tinct! I like it!” He brandished the ability again. “From here on, I am 
Black Bear!” 

“Brown Bear!” said Molly, giving her little bear smile. 

“Polar Bear!” said Feenie. 

“Dire Bear!” said Giovanni. 

“Koala,” said Trixie. 

“Oh, wait!” Feenie scrambled. “I want to be koala!” 

“Sorry. Too slow. Looks like you’re Sloth Bear.” 

“Noooo, they eat bugs!” 

“Haha bug eater.” 

“Nooooooo!” Phoenica pouted in midair. She looked at their squad- 
ron. One of them was a gargoyle and one of them was an adorable bear 
that could kill anything. One of them was both. She couldn’t help but 
feel a little outclassed. “Um. ..so... what should we do?” She gestured 
to herself and Trixie. This dragon was monstrous at regular size. In her 
pixie form she might as well be fighting a skyscraper. 

“Uhh...ummm.. .” Molly looked around. Even though she was 
trying her best to get out of this mindset, it honestly did kind of seem 
like her friends were just here as liabilities again. 
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“Worry not, yon Feen and hither Trix!” Rick said, in some language 
that might’ve been their own. “I have the perfect solution! Molly deals 
the most damage to this monster, but she cannot fly up to reach it. As 
such, our best course of action would be to bring the monster down .. . 
and then befriend it so we can take its fire-breathing powers!” 

“BAC” 

“and, barring that, we could defeat it. If we want. I guess. But to 
bring it down, we'll need to tether it!” He flared his hands and snapped 
his obsidian claws, sparking the ¥rSoulmate>* strings into existence. 
They bound from Rick’s chest to each of his four friends. 

“Ooh!” Giovanni said, “So this is the chain that binds my eternal 
soul, is it? Nice.” He went to grab it and his hand passed straight 
through. “Aww, man. I was hoping I could snag a few of these and string 
them to an electric guitar or something to make some /iteral music of 
the damned. Maybe write an EP.” 

“A Cree-P,” Trixie suggested. Giovanni gave them knucks. 

“I’m afraid the only person who can touch these normally is me-P!/” 
Rick rhymed. “But, if I apply a little bit of gargoyle wizardry here...” 
The obsidian rock crept from Rick’s clawed fingertips along the strings, 
calcifying them to stone. “This should be enough to wrap that thing 
up pretty easily!” He tapped the string to demonstrate and immediately 
started bleeding. “Ah! Right! This is obsidian! Ow! If we try to wrap it 
up in these we'll probably just kill it.” 

“That’s fine,” Molly said, literally bearing her claws. 

“Alright!” Giovanni unfurled his wings. “In that case, we gotta wrap 
those strings around the dragon while keeping them out of our flight 
paths!” He looked up at the little imp riding his horns. “Short-snacks, 
you're with me.” 

“Roger dodger!” 

“Bear Trap, you take the Cotton Ball and stay low.” Molly nodded. 
“Shades, you stick to the middle height of the tower. You’re going 


it alone.” 
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“Oh, I wouldn’t say that!” Rick smiled. His chest glowed black and 
he took to the sky, strings dangling after him like streamers. Giovanni 
pumped his stony fist! 

“Alright, minions! Let’s take down this dragon! Three! Two! 
One! ... Break!” 


* KOK 


The witch sat atop her tower as the battle raged on outside. A villain, 
awaiting her own defeat. She shut the windows and barred them with 
patterns of heavy glass vines. The constant flame beneath the cauldron 
had begun to die, and the glowing potions that lined the walls started 
to dim. The alchemy lab grew quiet for the first time in its short life- 
span. The witch balled herself up on the floor, grabbing the white hem 
of her blackened dress and pulling it into her knees. A little girl hiding 
in her room. 

She felt alone. 

She hated this feeling. 

She hated it more than anything in the world, and she felt it more 
often as she got older. She thought that she could fight it if she con- 
structed bigger worlds. Better ones, ones with more colorful characters 
and. wider horizons. But no. No matter the depth and intricacy of the 
painting, it was still flat. Room temperature to the touch. No matter 
what she did, her characters felt less and less like actors she was perform- 
ing with and more like hollow puppets. 

When the feeling of being surrounded by plastic became too much 
for her to take, she would leave her bubbles and walk around the toy 
store, but that lonely feeling didn’t go away. She was too weird for the 
kids at school. She had to transfer from her old high school after the 
fire forced them to move. She lost all her old friends and new ones were 
too hard to make. How could you ask someone to dive headfirst into an 
immersive adventure with you before you really knew them? The more 
she looked at her classmates leading happy, normal lives, the further 
away she felt. 
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Her father was no better. 

Marty’s brain worked on a different wavelength from most people. 
He was like a child with no object permanence. The moment something 
was out of his life, it was like it had never really been there at all. One 
time when she was little the family went on vacation and took a small 
rental boat out on a lake. The wind picked up and knocked Marty’s 
goggles into the water, where they began to sink. He shrugged and said 
“Welp! There they go!” His wife had scolded him. He could’ve at least 
tried to dive in after them! Those things cost money! He told her there 
was no reason to worry about something already gone. No crying over 
spilt milk. 

Lorelai jokingly wondered aloud if he would do the same thing 
should one of his daughters fall overboard. She remembered that he had 
laughed at the question. 

He never talked about mom. 

She wasn’t sure if he ever mourned her. Sometimes she wasn’t even 
sure if he remembered that she existed. 

A few months after the fire, she met up with some friends from her 
old school. They had driven her into the city and gone to see a musical 
with a plot that was eerily similar to her own circumstances. It was 
about a teenage girl who had recently lost her mother. The girl was still 
grieving, but her father had moved on all too quickly and was trying to 
get married again after just a few weeks. Most of the musical was about 
the girl using the powers of some ghosts she met to get revenge on her 
dad, but in the end they reconciled and moved on from the mother’s 
death together. 

Lorelai thought that ending was stupid. 

People don’t get over things that quickly. 

Her friends kept glancing at her the entire production. They knew 
what happened to her mom. They asked if she was okay during inter- 
mission and if she wanted to go home. 

“What? Oh, yeah! It’s fine!” she'd said, laughing through a con- 
structed smile. “It’s just a silly show about ghosts. Don’t worry 
about it!” 
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She cried waterfalls the moment she got home. 

Afterwards, she decided that she would make her own version of the 
musical inside one of her bubbles. She’d reenact the plot, beat for beat, 
but she'd fix it! She’d make a good ending! 

Lori spent hours reconstructing all the sets and actors. She went 
through the show as best she could remember it up until the climax 
where the main character sang her heart song about how it’s actually 
okay that her mom died. But once she got there . . . she didn’t know 
what to do. 

What ending would’ ve been right? 

How does somebody fix this? 

She stared at her version of the little girl, left alone on stage. 

In the end, the only change she made was to give the girl a little sister. 


Molly... 
“T hate you.” 


... She scrunched harder into a ball. 

Molly... 

She wanted to play with Molly. 

More than anything, she wanted her little sister to join her. To play 
along with her script. To be by her side in a world where everything was 
fun and their mom wasn’t dead and they were friends again. A world 
where Lorelai was a hero and they had a happy ending together. . . . 
Maybe Molly would be smart enough to finally come up with one. 


“Youre bad, Lori.” 


But... she wasn’t a hero, was she? 
No. 

This was all her fault. 

Everything was her fault, after all. 
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The battle that raged on outside . . . She could hear them even with 
the windows barred. Those invaders were fighting a pretendsies life-or- 
death battle out there and they were terrified. 

But still . . . there was something triumphant in their shouting. The 
kind of high-energy danger that leaves you battered and bruised, but 
once you come out of it you can turn to your friend and laugh with 
them. “That was a close one, wasn’t it?” “I can’t believe we made it, 
haha!” That was the kind of thing that made people closer. That was 
the kind of thing that turned strangers to besties. 

Maybe this is my role? 

It was just like Vincent said. It’s a bad guy’s job to lose so everyone 
else can be happy. After all, the bad guy deserves to lose. 

Maybe I don’t get a happy ending. 

Maybe I dont deserve one. 

She took her face out of her tear-soaked dress. 

... Was that the reason? Why her stories never felt satisfying any- 
more? Why she wasn’t happy? She always cast herself as the hero or the 
main character, but maybe that wasn’t her role. 

Maybe she was the villain. 

And maybe if she acted the part, then at least the others could be 
happy. Maybe Molly would finally play along. Maybe she would smile 
again. Maybe, just maybe, she would like Lorelai again. 

Maybe they both would. 

She stood. 


* KOK 


Outside the tower the dragon roared. It swiped its claws through 
the night sky, narrowly missing the twin gargoyles darting around its 
enormous head. 

“LITTLE GNATS!” it cried. “I SHALL CRUSH YOU LIKE THE 
BUGS YOU ARE!” A searing graham cracker claw tore through the air 


right next to Giovanni’s wing. 
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“Gah!” He did a twist as the air pressure sent him spinning. “Short- 
snacks! You alright up there?!” 

“UaaAaauhhh ...” Trixie’s single eye spun around like a magic eight 
ball in its socket. “I think I’m gonna hurl...” 

“Sorry!” He scanned his eyes down along the black string extending 
to Rick who floated near the tower’s midsection. “Shades! You ready!?” 

“Just about!” he called back. “When I give the signal, dive along the 
tower to the left!” 

“Got it!” 

The dragon lifted its claw high in the air and let out an ear- 
shattering roar. 

“Now!” 

Giovanni swooped like a bat and Trixie gripped onto his horns for 
dear life like they were a harness on a roller coaster. The two of them 
rocketed downwards, swinging around the tower’s cakey bricks and 
dodging falling debris. Rick tensed his fingerless gloves and a line of 
black obsidian crystalized along the string. It snaked through the air, 
flying after Giovanni and freezing in a solid arc. The dragon’s gooey 
claw sliced down, narrowly missing its target, but this time its hand 
passed straight through the obsidian chain. It was sliced clean off, like 
it had been cut with a bladed garrote wire! The claw crashed onto the 
rooftop below and splattered into a marshmallow mess. 

“GAAAH! HEeeEEeeEY .. .” cried the dragon, more in annoyance 
than in pain. It bent down so it could stick its own hand back onto the 
gooey stump, but before it could reach it Molly ran over and slashed it 
out of existence. 

“Brown Bear Paw!” 

“HEY!!!” the dragon whined. It was too focused on Molly to notice 
Giovanni and Trixie hurdling through the air towards its other hand, 
slicing it off in an instant! “UGH! MEAN!!!” 


1? 


“It’s working!” Phoenica cried. 


“Not for long!” 
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Peals of white lightning criss-crossed the heavens like spiderwebs. 
Then... a figure rose in front of the moon, eerily encircled in a corona 
of light. The Hare-idan, Wicked Witch of the Ambleglow Bramble flew 
above them all, readying a spell on her corrupted wand. 

“Fight your little hearts out, heroes! But know that it shall all be 
in vain!” 

“Uhh, I resent that!” said Vincent Murder. “We are not ‘eroes’.” 

“Yes we are!” Feenie protested. Giovanni loudly booed her. Feenie 
would’ve stuck her tongue out at him if it would not have been a stain 
on her honor. 

The Hare-idan’s spell hung heavy above her, glowing a menacing red 
like torchlight from a mob. She sent it sailing towards the ground and 
into the severed arm of her pet dragon. The monster’s boiling marrow 
bubbled outwards like lava . . . and the wound began to churn. Black- 
ened spears of marshmallow and chocolate spiked out of the stump, 
morphing into individual serpentine heads, each with a screaming 
gooey dragon mouth. 

“Slice away all you like,” the witch cackled, “But it will never be 
enough! Now, Graham, go forth and devour them all!” 

The dragon’s new heads all looked at one another. 

“ARE WE GRAHAM?” 

“Yes!” 

“OKAY.” 

The witch began to laugh. A triumphant, evil laugh! The laugh of a 
witch that cooked kiddos into cookies and then didn’t share those cook- 
ies with her evil witch friends! “Muahahaha. .. Ahhh hahahahahahaha! 
HAHAHAHAHA!!” 

“VERY nice!” Giovanni shot her a thumbs up. She flashed a smile 
despite herself. 

Agh, no, darnit! I’m supposed to hate him now, remember? 

She tried her best to hate him! 


... Stel, 
Sometimes heroes can fall in love with their villains, right? 
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Aaaagh! She shook her head like the blush was something she might 
be able to shake off and pointed at them. 

“Silence, you toads! For the foolish crime of facing off against a witch, 
you will all be destroyed! Face your doom!” She swiped her hand across 
the air and the dragon exploded open! Spears of chocolate and rocket 
trails of marshmallow smoke soared across the sky like fireworks, arcing 
high before piercing the ground and detonating. Rick and Giovanni 
were sent sailing as they desperately tried to dodge. They called back 
and forth, co-ordinating their strings and severing the spears . . . but for 
each one they cut away, two more grew in their place, like a hydra. The 
many heads of Graham laughed at them in ever-increasing numbers. 

“We can’t slice through them!” Molly cried! “They just grow more! 
We’re gonna have to bop ‘em with the Bear Paws!” 

“You got it!” Rick said, going full corkscrew and diving through 
a bramble of dragon heads like a hawk. “Black Bear Paw!” They ex- 
ploded into nothingness. “Nice! Also, ’'ve been meaning to ask: What 
is a ‘bear’?” 

Molly’s mouth quintupled in size. 

“Gaaaaaaaaasp! .. . Rick!” The dots in her eyes turned into 
sparkles. “Can I tell you about bears?” Trixie raised a hand. 

“Don’t get her started—” 

“Too late, ?m goin’ for it!” Molly bounced up and down. “Bears are 
large land mammals that can weigh over a thousand pounds!” 

“Wow! What is a pound?” 

“It’s like a little more than a soup can.” 

“What?!” Giovanni called back reflexively. 

“Maybe more like two soup cans!” 

“Ah, yes!” said Rick, understanding nothing. 

Molly darted along the spine of the roof, leaning over just far enough 
to run her paw through the head stalks like a weed whacker. “Bears 
hibernate during the winter to conserve energy! Some bears can even 
hibernate and rest up to eight months of the year! A joy that I have 


never experienced. Bears have two coats of fur! One for swimming, and 
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one for having fur! Bears are strong enough to crush a bowling ball and 
some of them can run up to 40 miles per hour! What is the best bear? 
Trick question! It is all of them! Also: they are cute!” 

“TI see!” Rick said, diving out of the way as a dragon head tried to 
bite down on him. “So, what exactly does a bear look like?” 

“It looks like. . .” She pulled the drawstrings on her hoodie so it 
closed down over her face. “Me!!!” Phoenica, who had been riding in the 
hood, was thrown into Molly’s hair and began mutedly screaming. 

“Ah! Then YOU are a bear! And you can run at forty miles an hour! 
Interesting. . .” he said, wringing his hands together. “Very interesting.” 

“Nah! I WISH I was a bear, though. Let me tell you why!” She kept 
spouting off bear facts like a fluffy little fire hydrant. Lorelai watched 
from above as Rick and her sister ran through the scattered dragon parts 
like lawnmowers. She was losing. Badly. But . . . for some reason? She 
wasn’t upset. Those two were enjoying themselves. She hadn’t heard 
Molly dork out about bears like that in... 

... gosh, along time. A really long time. 

Her little sister was smiling. 

“See? It’s fun, right?” 

She looked up to see Vincent flapping his wings in midair a few feet 
away from her. 

“Hmph!” She turned up her nose at him. “I’m the bad guy, so ’'m 
not supposed to talk to you!” 

“C’maaahn,” he crossed his legs and leaned back with his arms 
behind his head like a punk at a school desk. “You know that’s not how 
it works! You can’t banter with the good guys if you don’t talk to ‘em, 
right?” She popped an eye open. 

“... I guess so.” 

“Plus, we’re BOTH bad guys. Bad guys are allowed to do whatever 
we want to each other! We can team up, we can fight, we can betray 
each other! Y’know, whatever!” 

She flipped her head back down and smiled. “Well . . . good! I like 
talking to you.” 
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“I like you too!” he smiled. 

Ow, oof. An arrow in her heart. She fiddled her legs together under- 
neath her broom. 

“S-So, any chance you uh... feel like teaming up?” 

“GROSS!” Trixie heckled, hanging between Giovanni’s twin horns 
like a monkey on a playground. Lori scowled but Giovanni chuckled 
and her rage melted away before it was really even there. 

“Sorry, but they’re right. I think I’m pretty firmly on Bear Trap’s side 
for this one. Bad guy vs. bad guy.” He whipped a baseball bat out from 
somewhere and pointed it at her dramatically. It was a ratty old thing. 
The kind you might find half covered in dirt out behind the shed or 
buried in cobwebs in a forgotten corner of the garage. He had thrown 
some barbed wire on for good measure. (The barbed wire was actually a 
string of christmas lights he’d spray-painted black. His moms wouldn’t 
let him buy real barbed wire. He would have to get some wire cutters 
later and snag some from a government building or something.) 

“And so... For today at least, Vincent Murder is your enemy!” He 
said it in a sing-songy way, bouncing back and forth like a tiger cub 
asking to play. 

She smiled. 

Alright. This would be enough for now. 

She snapped her wand out in front of her and leveled its burnt rabbit 
ears at him. 

“Very well, Vincent!” she cried, “Then you shall face the full wrath of 
the Hare-idan! The most powerful witch in the Ambleglow Bramble!” 

“Bring it on, broomstick! See if you can withstand THIS!” He 
produced another baseball from his utility belt and scribbled something 
on it in red marker while awkwardly balancing the bat in his teeth. 
“Ptoo! Here! My calling card! Hyah!” He lazily lobbed the ball up in the 
air, then— 

—smacked it hard! 

The ball cracked like a thunderbolt and seared red, rocketing into 
Lorelai’s chest like a meteor and digging into the folds of her dress. It 
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hit her so hard that she was sent pinwheeling around her broomstick. 
She was NOT expecting him to go so hard with that attack. 

Giovanni also was not expecting it to go that hard. He flew over to 
her side immediately, the way you run after you double-bounce your 
cousin off the trampoline and you need to check to make sure that they 
aren’t dead. 

“OH! Oh jeez, sorry! Sorry, sorry, sorry! I uh... I have this thing 
where every thirteen attacks I do a super attack? I wasn’t counting and 
that must’ve uh. Must’ve been thirteen! Oof. Are... are you alright?” 
She righted herself and shook away the dizziness. 

“... Oh, so that was an accident, was it?” She flashed him a sneaky, 
competitive smile and pocketed the ball without looking at it. “Fine 
then! If we’re playing, let’s play for keeps!” She called out to her minion. 
“Graham! You won’t be able to beat them like that! You'll have to slice 
off your own heads to duplicate faster!” 

“THAT’S PRETTY MORBID!” 

“It’s fine, you don’t have a nervous system! You’re made of sugar!” 

“THAT IS TRUE,” the dragon said, severing its own head in 
obedience. 

“I think I’m going to need therapy after this,” said Phoenica. 

“I know a guy if you need one,” Molly said, passing her a smart- 
looking business card. Graham’s hundred heads began slicing them- 
selves apart, growing back in twos, fours, eights and more. A whirling 
dervish of chocolate knives and marshmallow mouths! In mere mo- 
ments a whole forest of dragon heads were crying out from atop the 
ruins of the hovel and spreading across its remains like wildfire. 

As the enemies below her scrambled, Lori grabbed the head of her 
wand and pulled it away from the handle like it was a sword sheath. 
A radiant blade of bunny-white light shone in her hand and she dived 
at her gargoyle opponent, swinging left and right! He parried with his 
bat and they danced together in the sky, silhouette cutouts in front of 
a cookie-crumble moon. She lunged, closer and closer. One, two, one, 
two, cutting straight to the heart! She bridged the distance and bounced 
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off his side. Ob no, our shoulders touched~! How embarrassing. They 

clashed against each other over and over like clacker balls, kids with 

plastic swords giggling evilly at nothing. For a second, the world was 

right again. This could be her role. This was fun! She was having fun! 
And then— 


“Ah!” 
“Molly!” 


The sword fight stopped. The sound of their last clash echoed empty 
in the air. The gargoyle and the witch looked down. One of the dragon’s 
infinite slicing tendrils had cut through the rim of Molly’s hoodie and 
slashed across her cheek. 

“Aww ... my bear hoodie.” 

Phoenica, barely visible from so high up, flittered back and forth, 
fussing over the wound. “Oh, dear! Are you alright?!” 

“Yeah, it’s not so bad. That’s my fault for moving all my epithet 
into my hands.” A thin line of red appeared and blood started to trickle 
down her cheek. She brought a finger to it and it smeared against her 
skin. “. .. Ow.” Phoenica dabbed at the cut with her dress like a nurse 
with a cotton swab. 

It was far away, but even from her distance Lorelai could see the red. 
Red, spreading across her sister’s face like a burn mark. Her throat went 
tight. She tasted her heartbeat in her mouth. The witch looked at the 
sword in her hand. Moments ago it felt like harmless plastic, but now 
something about its white gleam struck her as unnerving. Something 
sinister in it. Something hungry. 

You could stab him with this, it said. You could cut him and kill him. 

She dropped the sword and recoiled from it. It disappeared as it fell, 
a lethal meteorite breaking up in the atmosphere. Vincent looked at 
her. She read judgment in his expression before she even had a chance 
to see it. 

I shouldn't be here. 

BANG!!! 
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The tower crashed behind her! Graham’s ever-expanding brown-fire 
maw had eaten away at the carrot cake base of the tower and toppled it, 
slamming it into the kitchen and smashing them both together in a pile. 

Naven. 

Naven was in there! 

Vincent reached out and touched her shoulder. She jumped away 
and. stared at him with the eyes of a cornered rabbit, stock still and 
breathing hard. He looked like he might’ve been about to ask if she was 
alright. She wanted him to console her. To touch her. 

No! 

No, he shouldn’t touch her! She wasn’t allowed to have real con- 
nections. 

Real connections could break. 

Real connections could burn. 

“Sorry,” she whispered, half a breath, “I... . I can’t do this.” Then 
she dived down on her broom and into the wreckage. 


* KOK 


Lorelai’s body shot through the cakey outer layer of the wreckage 
like a knife through a pie. She dug around until she found some part 
of the room uncollapsed. Her family kitchen was destroyed again. 
Countertops crushed under cake crumble so dark that it could pass for 
ash. The dying fire alarm wailed from somewhere. She ducked under 
the table and scanned left and right, keeping her head low. 

“Naven? ... Naven?! Hey, are you here!? Oh no ... oh no, x9, no, 
no, no...” She crawled along the floor until her hand brushed against 
something cold and metal. 

It was his cage. Crunched and shattered underneath the upturned 
refrigerator. 

“No... no, nonono, no!” 

She scrambled over to it, gown tearing against the glass. There was 
glass everywhere. Shattered windows mixed with broken bottles from 
the Cauldratorium, dashed across the floor in a minefield of reflective 
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daggers. She pulled the cage apart, checking inside. The miniature tea 
set had toppled over and broken. Naven’s chair and magazine were over- 
turned. There was no sign of him. Had he been crushed? She couldn’t 
tell . . . the room’s floor was covered in a thin layer of multicolored 
slurry from all the potions mixing together . . . had he disappeared into 
it, somewhere? A green splat washed away in the rainbow mixture? 

She had crushed him. 

She had killed him. 

He was here because she wanted to play. He was stuck in the cage be- 
cause she had put him inside of it. It was her monster that had destroyed 
the tower. She had killed him. She had killed him. She had killed him. 

Apologetic tears fell from her eyes. They fell against the Cauldrato- 
rium’s slurry, hissing, popping, sparking, and screaming as they reacted 
with all the different potions in its mixture. She had done it again. /t 


happened again. It’s all my fault. 


“Lorelai.” 

? 

She looked up, unblinking, tears still falling. Wh... what? 

“Well. I suppose it’s good to see you acknowledging the conse- 
quences of your actions for a change.” 

Lorelai whipped her head around. She could hear his voice, but 
didn’t see him anywhere. 

“In here.” The voice was coming from the far end of the room. 

The closet in the corner of the kitchen. Its humble wooden door 
was still there, unharmed by the tower crashing down around it. Even 
the kitchen light above it was still on somehow, clinging to life. It was 
almost like nothing in this world could touch this spot, least of all 
its master. 

“Come on now,” he said, voice muted behind the wood. “Go on. 
Open it.” 

I cant. 

“You can.” 

Icant... 
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“You can. You have to.” 

No... 

“... [think it’s the least you could do for me after nearly crushing me 
to death. Don’t you?” She paused. “Come now, Miss Blyndeff. You can 
do it.” She stood up, dress spackled with all the colors and the atrocities 
of her fantasy world, and made her way over to the very mundane door. 
Slowly, hesitantly, she took one splashing step after another . . . put her 
hand on the handle... and turned. 

The door opened. 

Naven looked out at her. 

She was cowering, hiding her eyes behind her hands like a child 
playing peekaboo. 

“Open your eyes, dear.” She lowered her hands and looked. 

It was their closet. 

Their simple broom closet from way back when. 

Naven sat atop a wooden shelf with two hooks hanging from it. The 
first hook held a little lilac hoodie, hand-sewn and untouched for years 
with bunny ears lovingly stitched on to the hood. The second hook was 
bare. Behind them was a full-length mirror for fitting. 

Lorelai Blyndeff saw the bunny hoodie that her mother had made 
for her. 

Lorelai saw herself. 

“Is this yours?” 

“No!” she stepped back and gripped her own shoulders. “No! No, 
I'm not... I’m not good enough to wear it.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because... b-because.. .” 


“... because you think that you killed her, don’t you?” 
“You think that you killed your mother.” 


Ice shot through her neck. 
Then fire. 
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Memories of waking up surrounded by fire. 

Molly, small and screaming, and banging as loud as she ever had 
in her little life. Shaking her sister awake from underneath a curtain 
of flame and smoke. Lori could hardly breathe. Molly was crying. Her 
hands were glowing with a green light that Lorelai had never seen 
before. She carried her baby sister out of their house as it began to fall 
down around them. Their father ran outside some time later with their 
mother in his arms. They called the fire department and the men took 
mom away on a stretcher. It looked like she was sleeping. 

But she never woke up. 

Had Molly not saved her . . . had she not discovered her epithet that 
night and broken through her sister’s bubble . . . Lorelai might never 
have woken up either. Her little sister had saved her life. The fire alarm 
never went off. Faulty wiring? Dead battery? Who knows. 

They never found the source of the fire. 


... Was it her? 


Had she been inscribing in her dreams? It wasn’t uncommon. Her 
parents had found her doing it before, marching through the kitchen 
with a parade of singing mice behind her, fully sleep-walking. Shouting 
nonsense in knight’s armor while looking for the bathroom, completely 
unconscious. One time she caused a small earthquake and she didn’t 
even know it. 

She was in a dream bubble that night. 

Had she dreamed the fire into existence? 

Was it her fault that their mother was gone? The foundation of their 
lives and the support beams of their store? Were the last three years, 
every heartache, every financial crisis, every argument, every time her 
sister cried . .. were they all her fault? 

She looked into the mirror behind her bunny hood and begged the 
crying girl inside of it to give her an answer. The awky, gawky, freckle- 
faced girl who put on costumes and threw curtains over mirrors so she 
could look anywhere but herself. Well. Now she was looking. 
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Give me an answer. Give me an answer, goddamnit. Was it me?! 

Did I kill mom?! 

And for the second time that day Naven put his hand on a Blyndeff 
sister’s shoulder and said the most terrifying words that an adult can say. 

“T don’t know.” 

She fell to her knees under the weight of it, his arm a lead bobber 
despite his size. She buckled and sagged. Her cheeks were screaming 
from crying so much. She felt dry on the inside, a doll twisted and 
squeezed until it had nothing left. 

“You're afraid, aren’t you? That it could happen to Molly. Or 
Vincent. Or any one of them, really. That’s part of the reason you lock 
yourself away in these bubbles, isn’t it?” He patted her blonde, bunny- 
eared hair like a puppy. 

“... [hate it.” Her voice hiccuped. “The more I use it to hide away, 
the stronger it gets . . . 1 was in control when I was little, but now the 
worlds just exist on their own. And they just .. . go on and on, and I 
don’t know where! I don’t know where . . .” She choked on her own 
breath. “What if . . . what if I hurt someone again and I don’t even 
know? I’m too strong... This stupid magic is too strong...” 

ve Augmenty< 

The tears welled out of her eyes like a sprinkler. Cartoonish and 
pathetic. 

“T-This is all it’s good for.” She lifted a weak, self-deprecating smile. 
“Blugh . . . I hate how out of control this whole stupid thing has 
gotten...” 

“I understand... Oh, my dear, how I understand...” 

“...I want to get rid of it,” she said. “I wish I could just erase 
all this... and have everything go back to normal.” 


* KOK 
Giovanni cried out after Lorelai, but she couldn’t hear. She was 


too far inside. Something gripped his horns and reared his head back 


like a horse. 
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“Forget about her!” Trixie said. “We gotta get rid of this stupid 
dragon monster! It's EVERYWHERE!” They weren’t kidding. The 
creature was less like a dragon now and more like a sentient pile of 
spilled molasses, leaking its way across the rooftop and snaking into 
the air. Cutting it wouldn’t do any good now. Giovanni flew down to 
Molly and scooped her and Phoenica up in his arms. 

“You okay, Bear Trap?” 

“Yeah!” she said, “C’mon you guys, it’s just a little cut . . .” She 
wriggled a little awkwardly in his arms, more uncomfortable from the 
attention than the injury. 

“MOLLY!” Rick flew into the group like a bowling ball. “ARE 
YOU DEAD?!” She popped back into her bug form and floated onto 
Giovanni’s greasy head. 

“I'm fine!” she said, in a teensy weensy voice that was completely 
impossible to take seriously. “If I stop focusing my epithet on myself to 
stay untransformed, I think I can push it out all around us.” Puffball 
Molly squinted her giant eyes closed and vibrated, covering Giovanni 
and the pixies in her green glow. “Phew . . . there!” 

“Nice!” Giovanni said, twisting and turning to look himself up and 
down, “So we can pretty much just fly straight through that thing 
now, right?” 

“Pretty much!” Molly squeaked. 

“Alright! Hop on, you two!” Shoulder devil Trixie and shoulder 
angel Feenie sat themselves in the cupholders on each of Giovanni’s 
big, dumb pauldrons like he was an amusement park ride. He flexed 
his wings and took off, soaring high and diving low, weaving through 
the dark chocolate abyss like a sewing needle. Rick did the same on the 
other side, dual strings of red and black. 

Knit one, perl two, knit one, perl two. 

Slowly but surely, the mass of dragon heads began to disappear. 
Those that remained looked at each other, terrified they would be de- 
stroyed again and returned to stardust. With a thousand thoughts and a 
collective nod they began to gather, twisting and turning into one col- 
lective, sugar-coated beast. A horrible bottom-of-the-bag amalgamation 
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you might find tucked behind the seat of your car after a hot summer 
barbeque. It crackled and writhed its way into the air like a school of 
fish or a flock of sparrows and spoke in one collective voice: 

“INTERLOPERS! THIS ENDS NOW! EVERYTHING WE 
HAVE PUT INTO ONE LAST ATTACK! AND ONCE THIS IS 
FINISHED... YOU... WILL... BURN!!!” 

The dragons reared back and a fire-like glow emanated from their 
mouths. A thousand embers on the outside of the monster flared like a 
sheet of new, glittering scales. Magma blood pumped through the beast 
and its campfire maw opened one last time, charging a white-hot beam. 
Giovanni fidgeted. 

“What’s the plan, Bear Trap?!” 

“Uhh... I think we just gotta go for it!” 

“What, like, punch it?” 

“Yeah! A really big bear punch! Rick, come over here!” Rick soared 
in by their side and readied himself, glowing with a black and purple 
aura. Molly grew a green one to match. “Boss, do you think you can 
carry me in my human form?” 

“Sure. I’m pretty strong! Plus, you weigh about as much as a 
cantaloupe.” 

“Yup! That's malnourishment for ya!” She smiled. Giovanni 
frowned, adding a mental note to get this poor baby some food later. 
He held out his arms and she slotted herself into them, transforming 
back to her full size. “If we all focus really hard and attack at the exact 
same time, we should be able to blow it up once and for all!” 

The energy accumulating at the front of the dragons’ mouth was 
nearly full to bursting now. They flew towards it, fighter pilots sailing 
into a bright, magnesium sun with burnt-sugar breath. 

“Okay everyone!” Molly rallied, “All together! Just . . . think bear-y 
thoughts! Rick and I will do most of the heavy lifting, but we need 
your support!” She wasn’t sure how that would work, but somehow it 
felt right. Each of the intruders trespassing in the witch’s world braced 
themselves. Energy honed and harnessed into sharp points like the five 
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claws of a bear paw. The black-and-green glow wrapped around them 
and Giovanni and Rick flapped their wings in preparation. 

“Heh . . . so, gonna slay a dragon, huh?” Giovanni's mouth opened 
in a big, sideways, crocodile smile. “Careful, Bear Trap. It almost sounds 
like you’re trying to play hero.” She took her hands off her backpack 
straps and wrapped them around his arms instead. 

“Heroes spend their whole lives doing everything for everyone else! 
I'm tired of that! We’re working together!” She smiled at him with the 
most earnest smile she’d had in her entire life. “I don’t wanna be a hero 


anymore! 
“..Iwanna be a bad guy!” 


The Five-Pronged Bear Paw met with the apocalyptic beam of its 
reptilian foe. Epithet clashed against epithet, roaring sound unified to 
deafening silence... 

And the world turned to ivory ... 
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CHAPTER 13 


Wrecking Ball 


When the light cleared, the group found themselves back in the 
front room of the toy store. Molly had, appropriately, landed on the 
big teddy bear. Phoenica and Trixie were by her side, lying face-up on 
the cityscape floor mat. Rick was straddled across a pool floaty and 
Giovanni had somehow been crammed atop a shelf in the corner of 
the room. Naven was, miraculously, sitting upright in one of the kiddy 
chairs like he was waiting for another cup of tea. 

And Lorelai. 

Lorelai was kneeling on the floor, blinking in teary confusion. Her 
outfit was gone. Her world was gone. She was just an ordinary teenage 
girl with a roomful of people staring at her. After an afternoon that 
felt like a lifetime, the loud-mouthed girl with the unstoppable epithet 
wordlessly stood up ... 

...and ran away. 

She sprinted up the old rickety staircase at the back of the store, 
slammed the door to her room, and locked it tight. 

The bad guy had been defeated. 

‘Trixie and Phoenica sang a victory tune and skipped in a circle. Rick, 
thinking this may be a ritual of some sort, decided to join them so as not 
to risk the anger of some unknown eder god of the deep. Molly trotted 
over to Naven and hugged him. 
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“You're alright!” she cried. 

“Haha, yes, yes I am,” He patted her head. “Thank you very much, 
Molly. And to the rest of you. You all came a very long way to save me, 
and I appreciate it. Maybe next time I should be more careful! I didn’t 
realize my wealth put me at such a high-risk for kidnapping.” 

“Yes...” Feenie toddered back and forth on her tiptoes. “I didn’t 
want to say anything, but... I WAS a little put off that she kidnapped 
you instead of me. If wealth was the deciding factor for the kidnapping 
target, I mean!” 

“Oh, yes,” Naven said. “You could buy and sell me.” 

“I SURE could!” she smiled. Trixie walked over and patted their 
friend on the back. 

“Well, /’m happy she didn’t kidnap you, Feenie.” 

“Aww,” Feenie smiled sweetly. 

“After all, you’re the most fun to bully.” 

“Be nice to me,” she frowned. 

Naven let out a soft laugh and turned to Giovanni. “Id like to 
thank you too, Mr. Murder, for making my incarceration all the more 
enjoyable.” 

“Oh yeah, no problem man! VINCENT MURDER isa friend to all 
the bad boys behind bars.” He ran his hand back through his hair like a 
greaser slicking it with gel, then grasped at the empty air above his head. 
“Hey!” he cried. “My horns!... Aw, MAN. My cool powers...” 

“Aw man!” said Rick, “/4y cool powers!” 

Giovanni wrapped an arm around him. “Well, easy come, schmeezy 
go. Even without cool powers, I think all of us gained a little something 
today.” 

“Bad press for the toy store?” asked Molly. 

“No.” 

“A cavity?” said Trixie through a mouthful of candy. 

“No.” 

“Lasting head trauma?” Phoenica looked at Rick. 

“Ha ha! I blacked out three times today! Which is zot good!” 
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“No! Jeez guys, lighten up! The thing you all gained . . . is a member- 
ship badge! Because, as of today, you’re a// honorary evil minions!” He 
tapped them on each of their shoulders with his Soul Slugger Doom 
Bat one by one like he was knighting them. Before he could declare 
Phoenica a minion she grabbed the bat by the handle and stared daggers 
at him with an unblinking, icy smile. 

“If you so much as scuff my shoulder with that dirty thing then I 
shall throw you out a window!” 

“Ugh, fine by me,” he grimaced. “You got the hero stink on you so 
bad that you’re basically a skunk in sheep’s clothing.” 

“Iam NOT! I am a sheep. A sheep in sheep’s clothing!” 

Giovanni coughed. Then muttered under his breath. “. . . a stinky 
sheep.” 

“NO!!!” she flailed and wobbled at him in protest but he kept her 
back with a single finger. 

“Hey, you two.” Giovanni looked at the chocolate and strawberry 
members of their trio. “Your first job as minions is to corrupt your 
vanilla friend here.” They nodded with concerningly innocent smiles. 
Phoenica suddenly felt surrounded. 

“Do J get to be hit with a baseball bat?” Naven asked, walking up 
to them. 

“Oh, uh...” Giovanni awkwardly scratched his head. “Sorry, but no. 
No offense, my guy, but I think you’re a little too preppy and mellow to 
bea villain.” 

“Oh, you think so?” he smiled innocently. “Well, I guess you’re the 
expert!” 

Suddenly, there was a soft banging sound from off to the side of the 
conversation. Molly’s legs had buckled and she’d nearly toppled over 
into the plastic tableset that stood in the center of the shop. 

“Molly?!” Feenie ran to her side. 

“Oh... s-sorry... I guess all that epithet use is catching up 
to me... Plus I, um... Only got a few hours of sleep last night . . .” 
Phoenica steadied her. 
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“Molly! We talked about this! You need to REST!. .. Have you eaten 
anything today?” 

“I gave the granola that I bought for dinner to Rick... y'know... 
so he didn’t die.” 

“MOLLY. YOU NEED TO EAT FOOD!!!” 

“I didn’t have time to make dinner . . .” Molly wilted. 

“You shouldn’t HAVE to!” Phoenica huffed. “Oh... I wish I were a 
grown-up so I could give your father a... a stern talking-to!” 

“Forget about him,” Trixie waved, taking out their phone and 
punching numbers into it. “Pll ask my mom if you can sleep over at my 
place. ... Aw beans, it’s almost nine. She is gonna kill me.” 

“Well, we can tell her what happened and it should be okay, right?” 
Phoenica suggested. “Naven was there! He can corroborate our story!” 

“I'd be happy to.” 

“Hmmm, okay,” Trixie tapped their chin. “In that case mom should 
be okay with it. You can take Dixon’s room. We’d only be able to keep 
you over for a few days, but that’s better than nothing, right?” Molly 
mumbled a response. She was clearly about to nod off. 


1? 


“T’ve got a better idea!” Giovanni smiled. He walked over to Molly, 
scooped her up, and held her in his arms. 

“I'm taking this. Bye!” 

“Huh? 

“Huh???” 

Before anyone had the time to react, Giovanni sprinted to the door 
and tried to swing it open with his elbow, slamming into it hard since 
Molly had locked it earlier. 

“Ow!!!” 

“'.. turn the deadbolt left,” she mumbled. 

“Oh, thanks Bear Trap. MUAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!! LATER, 
SUCKERS!!!” 

The other four were left blinking, staring out an open door as 


Vincent Murder, clad in spandex, picked up their friend and ran off 
with her into the dark of the night. 
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“H-Hey!” Feenie gawked, thoroughly bamboozled. 

“Did she just get stolen?” Trixie frowned. “Did one of our friends 
just get kidnapped? AGAIN?!” Suddenly, the phone in their hoodie 
pocket began to ring. Trixie brushed off some of the candy sticking to it 
and answered. “A-hoy hoy?” 

“SHORT-SNACKS! It’s me. Vincent Murder.” 

“Giovanni! Bring Molly back you frickin’. . . frickin’ fracker 

“Hey! I don’t frack. Even I’m not that evil.” 

Phoenica grabbed the phone and shouted into it. “RETURN OUR 
FRIEND AT ONCE, YOU... YOU BE-TIGHTED BABOON!” 

“Hell no!” 

“I beg your pardon?!” 


1 


“Why should I?! Bear Trap was miserable there! Always working, 
never getting any help from her family! That’s BS, man! Besides, Twarned 
her dad that Vincent Murder was going to steal the most valuable thing 
in his store! I threw a baseball-ing card at his head and everything!” 

“You threw a baseball at my dad?” Molly’s voice could faintly be 
heard next to him. There was some kind of emotion in it, but it 
definitely wasn’t anger. 

“Thus concludes the first and so-far greatest crime of VINCENT 
MURDER, crimesman extraordinare! AHAHAHAHAHAHA!!! ... 
Also, say hi to Aunt Izzy and Uncle Iggy for me.” 

“T won't!” Trixie shouted. 

“THEN SAY HI TO THE DIAL TONE! HAHAHAHAHAHA—” 

*click* 


Silence. 


“.. Well, Pl be,” Naven mumbled. “He actually did it. 
“Hang on.” Trixie crossed their arms. “He told you that he was gonna 
kidnap Molly?!” 


“Er... well, not as such, but—” 
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“NAVENI!!!” 

A shrill shout from outside shook the poster-laden walls of the toy 
store. None of them had noticed until now, but a sleek black limousine 
was parked on the curb with the lights off, disguised by the darkness. 
The driver’s door flew open and a short woman with a fire in her eyes 
exploded into the room, power walking through the front door so fast 
she looked like sped-up security footage. The shopkeeper’s bell nearly 
flew off its strings. 

“What TOOK you so long?!” She tapped her foot like a thumping 
rabbit and stared at him with contempt so bright and bitter it felt 
electric. “Your class was supposed to end THREE HOURS AGO. I’ve 
been sitting out here twiddling my thumbs in the dark all night! What 
the heck is your problem!? I even called you on BOTH phones and 
NOTHING?!” 

“(Wow, only two phones,)” Phoenica whispered, “(Not sure if that 
makes him ransom-worthy.)” 

“What is WRONG with you, Mister?!” The woman was extremely 
short, but it certainly didn’t feel like it. She ran right up to Naven and 
shouted straight in his face like a pet cat screaming at its owner for 
dinner. “This place was dark, so I thought you might’ve ditched me or 
something! I drove around the block FIFTY TIMES! Fifty!!!” She held 
up ten fingers five times to illustrate. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry . . .” Naven put his hands on her shoulder and 
tried to calm her down. “I didn’t mean to take so long. We got caught 
up in... well, it’s a ong story. But, I think you might find it interesting 
enough to justify the wait.” 

“Pfft. PFFT. Doubt.” She pursed her lips. Her eye quickly darted 
around the room, registering Feenie and Trixie in an instant before 
moving on. Naven had lots of chauffeurs like this one. Trixie and 
Phoenica might’ve met her before, though they didn’t particularly re- 
member. The chauffeur’s eyes settled on Rick, flicking up and down his 
person like he was a weird statue in a museum. 

“This is Mr. Rick Shades,” Naven explained. “He’s from Ocean 
Country.” Her eyes widened at that bit of info. 
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“No kidding . . .2” She zipped over to him, popping his space bubble 
and staring straight into his eyes like something might be swimming in 
them. “... Neat!” 

“Hello!” Rick said, full volume despite the proximity. 

“Hello!” she said back with identical intensity. For some reason she 
seemed to be in a good mood now. She turned back to Naven and 
bounced up and down in front of him. “. . . So? What happened? Tell 
me! Tellmetellmetellme!!” 

“Once we’re in the car,” Naven shushed. He put a gloved hand on 
his chin and considered something very seriously. Then asked, “... Mr. 
Shades. You just washed ashore today, correct? Am I to presume that 
you do not have a place to stay?” 

“Oh, yes, Iam quzte homeless!” 

“Excellent!” 

“Wow! Weird response, but okay!” 

“Haha, sorry, I didn’t mean it like that,” Naven explained. “I was 
just thinking that this might be a good opportunity for us. Would you 
perhaps be interested in staying at our company for a while? We have 
plenty of space, plus a job if you need one.” 

“Wow! Okay, sure, cool! What kind of job? I have experience in A) 
The fell mastery of the underdeep, and B) Being a slave!” 

“Ooh, concerning! For multiple reasons! Well, we'll see where we can 
fit you.” Naven smiled. “Somewhere in R&D, perhaps?” 

“Ah, yes! undeR & Deep.” 

“Considering your circumstances, I believe you'd be a natural fit for 
our organization. And, if not, I'd be more than happy to provide a foun- 
dation for your new life on the surface.” Naven turned to the girls. “'m 
sure your parents are worried sick. Would you like a ride home?” They 
nodded. He smiled at the chauffeur. “Go ahead and get them situated. I 
have one last little errand to take care of before we head out.” 

“Oh, yeah, sure, sure, fine, I love waiting for stuff, APPARENTLY. 
It’s my FAVORITE thing!” She threw her arms in the air and began 
walking towards the car. 

“So!” Rick turned to her, “How do you know Naven? 
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“We're in love~” she winked. 

“Ewww,. [rixie spat. 

“Love?!” Feenie sang. “I love love, and I love to love love! Tell me all 
about it?” 

“Well, Pd love to, but it’s [CLASSIFIED].” 

Trixie blinked. “How did you do that with your mouth?” 

“Also [CLASSIFIED],” she bounced. “Now, c’mon, kids! Get in this 
stranger’s car!” 

“Yes, very good!” Rick grinned. “... What is a car?” The chauffeur 
clicked her key fob and the limousine sprung to life with a loud 
beep beep! “AAAAAAAH!” he screamed, jumping into her arms. “A 
monster!!!” 

Naven let out a soft laugh and a sigh as he turned the corner at the 
back of the toy store. He walked up the narrow stairs to the second 
floor. It was a little rude to poke around his student’s house when she 
wasn’t present, but tonight he would make an exception. He wouldn’t 
be long. Naven came to a gaudy door covered with a hundred different 
stickers and adorned with various signs, the largest of which told him 
to KEEP OUT. He ignored it and rapped the back of his hand against 
the door. 

“Miss Blyndeff?” 

Inside, Lorelai sat curled up in a ball on her watermelon bedspread, 
hidden from sight. Her whole room was normally a vibrant, pastel 
pink-and-green paradise, but right now the lights were off and she was 
desperately trying to pretend that no one was home. She curled tighter 
into the blanket, as if Naven might be able to see her through the door. 

“_.. Miss Blyndeff, I know you’re in there.” 

“,..go away...” 

“T will. I just thought that I ought to do you a favor and remind you 
to check your pocket. . . . Have a good night, miss.” The click-clack of 
Naven’s dainty footsteps faded away down the stairs and she was alone 
once again. 


... Check my pocket? 
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She hadn’t bothered to look at herself after the bubble had shattered. 
She didn’t want to look at herself again so soon. Lori leaned onto her 
side. Well. There was something in the pocket of her hot pink overalls. 
Something hard. She reached in and pulled out Vincent’s calling card: 
a baseball with something written on it. She couldn’t quite make it out 
in the dark so she flicked open her hand and glowing light from her 
palm illuminated the object like a book lamp. It was a brand new ball 
with red stitches and matching red letters scribbled all over it. The same 
handwriting as his recipe. 

It said: 


Hare-tdan! I had a lot of fun today! 
I hope that one day you Ul decide to change, because I'd love to have you 
on my team! 


An arrow pointed around to the back side. A phone number had 
been written there with excited evil smiley faces drawn next to it. 


Call any time if you want to get better at being bad. >:D 
-- Giovanni Potage 


She looked up. 
? 


“Who the hell is ‘Giovanni’?” 


* KOK 


Molly Blyndeff awoke the next morning with the fog of the previous 
night still heavy under her eyelids. Giovanni had run several blocks from 
the Blyndeff Toy Emporium with her under his arm at full sprint and 
he only stopped when he was absolutely sure that no one was following 
them. She had faded in and out of consciousness for most of the trip, 
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but she had watercolor memories of public terminals and her mind 
fighting against the gentle sway of the buses they rode, trying its best to 
stay awake. 

She remembered that Giovanni had asked her: 

“Are you okay with this, Bear Trap?” 

“Hunh?” 

“Are you okay with me taking you? I mean... I don’t think you were 
happy there. And as your Boss I should do everything I can to make my 
minions happy! But I don’t wanna just... bash into your life and wreck 
everything, y know?” 

“Bear Trap?” 

“.. t's okay.” 

“You're sure?” 

ee | eer 

“.» You seem tired. I'll ask again in the morning.” 

They got off at the bus stop and Giovanni carried her to Crusher's 
house, where he had been hiding since the museum robbery. Giovanni 
told Crusher what happened and they set up a bed for her out back in 
Crusher’s treehouse. They explained the basic layout of the house, but 
by then it was late and all their words were blurring together like an 
impressionist painting. The moment she hit the mattress she fell into a 
deep, colorful sleep. 


Now she was wide awake. 

The sun danced in dapple patterns against the wooden floorboards 
and birds chittered just outside. The treehouse was a nice one. It had 
a sloped roof like a real house with genuine glass windows and treated 
floors to prevent splinters. The white fold-out table from some earlier 
meeting had been pushed aside to make room for her bed. 

Molly darted up. 

A sudden anxiety spiked in her chest. The unmistakable feeling that 
she was missing something. 
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What time was it?! She grabbed at her pockets until she found 
her phone. 

10am?! Oh no! 

She scrambled out of bed... then scrambled back into it to grab her 
phone from under the blankets. It was buzzing with notifications. 
Feenie and Trixie had shot her a thousand DMs asking where she was 
and whether or not she was okay. They were probably at school right 
now which meant that Phoenica wouldn’t be caught dead with her 
phone on, but Trixie would answer. She messaged them back, assuring 
them that she was okay. She just had a lot of sleep debt to pay off, haha. 

Trixie immediately started typing back, and, to her surprise, Phoenica 
did too. They told her about Naven taking care of Rick and then told 
her over and over again about how worried they were. She assured them 
one last time she was very much okay and she said she was going to scout 
out the situation. Trixie messaged that Giovanni probably wouldn’t do 
anything bad, but if he did then he was gonna get slugged. Phoenica 
said she would be happy to call the police. Molly privately DM’d Trixie 
and told her to please not let her do that. Trixie shot back an “ok” hand 
with a burglar emoji next to it. 

Molly rolled off of the air mattress that Crusher’s family had set 
up for her. 

It was a perfect day outside. Pleasantly sunny with white, puffy 
clouds and just enough breeze to make August feel like September. She 
trotted over to the edge of the treehouse and made her way down a 
makeshift wooden staircase that spiraled around the trunk of the oak 
tree. This treehouse was VERY fancy. Crusher’s family probably had a 
lot of money, which suddenly made Molly feel out of place somehow. 
She tiptoed her way across the backyard and opened the screen door, 
not entirely sure if she was allowed to be in there. 

The house looked a lot different in the daylight than it did in her 
deep-blue nighttime memories. She decided to make her way to the 
kitchen. Even if they didn’t let her stay there past the morning, it was 
very nice of Crusher’s family to make her a bed on such short notice. 
She felt that she should make them breakfast, as a thank you. 
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Molly skirted around long hallways and corners until she found her 
way into the kitchen. There was a smell in the air. Food. She should’ve 
realized that someone was already up and cooking right away, but she 
was still groggy and didn’t pick up on it fast enough. When she rounded 
the corner she froze like a deer in the headlights. Crusher was there, 
sitting at the table, staring straight at her. Or at least, she guessed that 
he was. He had big bangs that covered his eyes. He looked up and made 
a sound. 

“OH! BOSS!” 

“Hmm~?” Giovanni leaned out from around the corner. He was 
wearing an apron with flame decals on the bottom and words embroi- 
dered on the front that read TOO HOT TO HANDLE! in big cursive 
letters. “Heeey, there she is! G’morning, sleepy!” 

“H... hi!” Molly waved awkwardly. “You, uh... You... cooking?” 

“Yeah! I figured that if you got up first you'd feel like you had to 
make us breakfast or something.” Oof. Called out. She shrunk a little, 
embarrassed that she'd thought of doing that. “So, we’ve been up since 
6am baking stuff!” She looked up. 

“6am? That’s...a long time!” 

“Yeah, well,” Giovanni skipped over to the oven, “Crusher said that 
he wanted to learn how to cook! Felt like this was as good an oppor- 
tunity as any.” Crusher gave a double thumbs-up. He was wearing a 
cute apron himself with a gingham pattern as well as a number of 
batter stains. 

“.’M HIS TASTE TESTER,” he smiled bashfully. 

Giovanni flipped a pancake on the griddle. “I texted Short-snacks 
and asked what you liked because I wasn’t sure. They were kinda mad at 
me for, y'know, kidnapping you or whatever, and they told me to suck 
a lemon. I figured you wouldn’t want a lemon, so we sorta just made 
everything to cover our bases! Here!” 

He lifted a platter and opened the oven. Fresh-baked breakfast 
was piled high everywhere they could keep it warm. Pancakes, waffles, 
bacon, you name it. She was overwhelmed, both by the smell and by the 
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gesture. The room smelled incredible. It was like a whole diner just ran 
up to her and gave her a hug. 

Crusher pulled out a stool with a loud creaking noise that made 
her jump. 

“H-HERE. SIT.” He seemed embarrassed too, and for some reason 
that actually made Molly feel a little bit better. She hovered over the seat. 

“Um ... Are you sure about this?” she asked. “I-I could help you 
make something— 

Giovanni pushed her down onto the stool before she even had a 
chance to make her case. 

“Nnnope!” he said. “Nope nope nope NOPE! This is a special day! 
You’re not allowed to do ANY work, Bear Trap!” He went back to 
mixing some batter. 

“Special’?” 

“Yeah! Today’s the day we welcome you as an official member of our 
new villain team! Here! Here! Show it to her!” He bounced back and 
forth as he mixed. Crusher turned around and grabbed something the 
two of them had hidden underneath a glass stand so it didn’t get dirty. 
It was a business card. 

“Freshly laminated this morning!” Giovanni smiled. 

“TM GLAD I GOT BACK FROM THE COPY STORE IN 
TIME,” Crusher said, in his usual sweet-and-shouty way. “I DIDN’T 
WANT TO MISS YOUR REACTION.” He held out the card in his 
giant, catcher’s-mitt hands. “TA-DA.” 


Bear Trap 
#1 Minion 


It was hand-made on nice-looking cardstock. A little grizzly bear had 
been drawn on it, complete with Giovanni’s signature >:D expression 
that he seemed to doodle on everything. There was a little girl riding on 
the bear’s back. The girl had the exact same expression that the bear did 
and she was holding a rocket launcher. 
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“LOOK!” Crusher said. “WE MATCH!” He showed her his own 
card. It was a drawing of him crushing a boulder between his hands. 
“BOSS SIGNED IT! Y” he smiled. Crusher enclosed the card in an 
unwieldy locket around his neck and tucked it behind his apron. 

“I still don’t understand why you carry it that way,” Giovanni 
mumbled. 

“... ILIKE TO KEEP IT CLOSE TO MY HEART!” 

Giovanni swung around. “So, Bear Trap. What’ll it be? We got 
bacon, eggs, sausage, pancakes, all varieties of sugary cereals. WAFF. 
Pick your poison! We'll even make it fresh again, if you want.” 

“Oh, no, that’s okay .. . “ 

“Heyyy, none of that.” He bopped her on the head with a rubber 
spatula. “What do you want?” 

“It’s alright, I don’t mind! I’m not hungry.” 

She didn’t know why she said that. She was terribly hungry. She 
hadn’t eaten a good meal in two days. He bopped her again, twice 
this time. 

“Hey! Heyyy. We spent all morning making this for you! You 
wouldn’t want all our hard work to go to waste, right? Plus, you can’t 
deprive my new minion of a meal! She’s my favorite. You don’t want us 
to feel bad because our favorite new minion is going hungry, do you?” 
Giovanni and Crusher made sad puppy dog faces and whined. 

Oh no! Her secret weakness! Empathy! 

“Uh, okay! Okay! Pll take...um... Pancakes?” 

Giovanni burst out laughing. “C’mon, don’t just pick something at 
random. What’s your favorite thing?” 

“I don’t normally eat breakfast .. .” 

“Well, pretend like you do, then. What do you want?” She thought. 
Her mind produced a picture of the kitchen from their old house, the 
one she visited yesterday in Lorelai’s fantasy, but this time with her 
mother by her side. Calliope made her waffles. Special ones that she said 
were adult-flavored. 

“... Cinnamon apple raisin waffles!” she said, decisively. Giovanni 
burst out laughing again, much harder this time. 


EPITHET ERASED - 273 


“Hahahaha! Wow! MAN, Bear Trap, I knew you had the potential 
for evil, but razsins? Woof. You make it hard to compete! Maybe J 
should be the one calling you “Boss’.” He turned around and began 
throwing ingredients together. After just a few minutes he pulled a 
perfect waflle out of a fryer and placed it delicately in front of her. “I 
think that came out pretty good!” 

The waffle had raisins in the shape of a bear’s mouth, smiling up at 
her. Molly had a word for that part of a bear’s face. She called it the 
snuzgle. Fruit had been plated around the edges for the ears. 

Giovanni leaned forwards with a pitcher in hand. “Aaaand, last but 
not least, to drink!” 

He poured her a tall glass of bright, pulpy orange juice. She never got 
orange juice! All they had at home was orange drink. Drinks that just 
so happened to be orange. But this was juice! Real juice! She sipped it 
cautiously, like a wild animal nibbling from an outstretched hand. Her 
eyes widened. She downed half the glass in one go. Giovanni refilled it 
without her even asking and she began tearing into the wafHle. It 
was delicious! Warm and soft and cinnamony with just a little bit of 
sweetness from the raisins and apples. She wiggled it around her plate 
like the bear was wandering off on an adventure and pecked a kiss at its 
mouth, just because she could. A little kid, playing with her food. 

Her. A little kid. Imagine. 

“Well?” Giovanni smiled. “How is it?” 

“,.. It’s good. It’s r-really ... really good...” 

“Huh? Hey, Bear Trap? .. . Aw, c’mon. It’s a happy day! It’s alright! 
C’mon...don’t cry! 


“..aw. Bear Trap.” 


274 - BRENDAN BLABER 


EPITHET ERASED - 275 


THE END 


